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A loaf of bread, a jug of wine, some Great SF, 


aNd thou... 
Editorial - Marcel Gagné 


Before I get into that leading title of an editorial, let me first say that it’s exciting 
to be part of the TransVersions team.When Sally and I (that’s Sally Tomasevic, 
not McBride) decided to join Sally (McBride, not Tomasevic) and Dale in 
producing and publishing TransVersions, we brought a great deal of respect 
and admiration for the 8ish issues that came before us. While our names appear 
as associate editors in the super-fantastic double issues, 8/9, all the hard work 
was pretty much already done. The real work began with this issue. As I sit 
here, me at my computer, with Sally at hers, while our cat, Natika, grapples for 
our attention, I can only hope that we bring to all future issues, the kind of 
quality fiction and poetry that readers of TransVersions have come to expect. 
% 

Science fiction and fantasy writers must continue to break new ground. That 
can be difficult, but it’s part of the job description. Every day, classic science 
fiction creeps into the mainstream. Some of the old SF ideas are now reality. 
Cloning. Global networks. Space travel.Genetic engineering. Heck, the Hudson’s 
Bay Company is selling trips to space for $150,000 Canadian - flights leave 
starting in December 2001. Writers of SF must strive to reach deep into their 
psyches and explore new worlds and ideas if SF is to remain truly visionary. In 
a world changing at light-speed, that’s a tall order. Sometimes that means going 
back to the fundamentals of everyday life, (a loaf of bread, a jug of wine, and 
thou) and shedding upon it a new light, the light that only great science fiction 
and fantasy can provide. 

I’ve known for a long time that as an editor puts together an issue of a 
magazine or anthology, patterns often start to show in the choice of stories 
that eventually make their way into the final product. So it was with us. The 
pattern seemed to involve sex, food, wine, music, and (since that’s what we 
were looking for) a good, meal-sized helping of science fiction and fantasy. 

Spider Robinson promises us a free lunch. Meanwhile David Hill, having 
obviously heard of the free lunch deal, just can’t say no to another eclair. As 
William Allen provides the music and booze, Mary Soon Lee and Ken Goodman 
examine some classic relationships, sprinkling a little sex here and there to 
round out the menu. For dessert, we’ve even included a big birthday cake 
with lots of candles courtesy of Curt Wohleber. 

Hope you all have a good appetite. Dinner is served. & 
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1 Don’t Read that Stuff 


Editorial - Sally Tomasevic 


How does someone who didn’t read speculative fiction until nine years ago 
end up as an associate editor of Trans Versions? My initial interest in SF started 
about a week after Marcel and I started dating. He was flabbergasted when we 
discussed our reading likes and dislikes. Of SEI said, “I don’t read that stuff“. 
He promptly coerced me into reading a handful of science fiction novels of 
the past. The best of these were excellent, so I was easily convinced to add 
speculative fiction titles to my reading list. 

Then, in 1994, Marcel received his first acceptance letter from On Spec, 
one magazine that had been coming to our door for some time. He kept talking 
about the World SF Convention in Winnipeg, but somehow he didn’t feel he 
could take the time or money to go. I convinced him that he ought to meet 
the Canadian SF community now that he was published. So, off we went to 
Winnipeg, (thankfully during the summertime), and had a blast at World SF 
Convention. Since then, we have continued to go to Toronto and Ottawa 
conventions whenever possible, buying and reading the Canadian SF books 
and magazines that we encounter. 

TransVersions was the “other” Canadian magazine that Marcel started bringing 
home, usually whenever he went to Vancouver on business. From a distance, we 
silently cheered Sally and Dale’s magazine that not only offered another option to SF 
writers and readers, but has had many successes and accolades in its short lifetime. 
Around the time the two of them arrived in Toronto, we were convinced that we 
were ready to be involved in their enterprise. 

So, here we are today, choosing stories for this issue. Trans Versions is not a 
major player in the North American SF market, but there is a certain degree of 
power in this position. What stories are chosen by what authors? Should we 
solicit stories from well known professionals? Our criteria ended up simple 
enough as we considered stories we received: do we want this story in our 
issue? The stories chosen are all very different, but one recurring pattern is 
that of characters taking their desires to extremes. Desires, you'll soon discover, 
take many different forms. Read on, and welcome to #10! & 
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SIPIDIEIR IROBIINSON 
Since he began writing professionally in 1972, Spider Robinson 

has won 3 Hugos, a Nebula, the John W. Campbell Award for Best New 

Writer, the E.E. (“Doc”) Smith Memorial Award (Skylark), the Pat Terry 
Memorial Award for Humorous Science Fiction, and Locus Awards for Best 
Novella and Best Critic; 18 of his 25 books are still in print, in 10 languages. 

His short work has appeared in magazines around the planet, from Omni 

and Analog to Xhurnal Izobretatl I Rationalizator Unventor & Innovator 
Journal; Moscow), and in numerous anthologies. His upcoming novel The 

Free Lunch began as a collaboration with John Varley. Here’s a taste, to 
whet your appetite. ... 


TransVERSIONS 


PROLOGUE 
There ain’t no such thing as a free lunch. 
— Robert Anson Heinlein 


ONE 
Going Under 


The fourth time was the charm. 

At around five o’clock on a Monday, a well-dressed man in his late forties 
with a beard and old-fashioned eyeglasses surrendered his bracelet to the 
attendant and left Dreamworld, unaccompanied by children or other adults. 
He seemed to float through the exit turnstile, a dreamy smile pasted on his 
face. He looked, for the moment, much younger than his age. As he reached 
the edge of the parking lot, near the roped-off area where the evening crowd 
were lining up for admission, his visual-focus distance dropped back from 
infinity to things as near as the solar system, and he noticed the pastel sunset. 
It was more than he could bear. He stopped in his tracks, drew in a great 
bellyful of air, threw back his head and bellowed to the emerging stars,“Thomas 
Immega, you brilliant benevolent old son of a good woman, I love you!” 

There were giggles from some of the children who waited for admission, 
and warm smiles from some of the adults leaving along with him, but only one 
of the admitting attendants looked up from his work. He was new at the job. 

“I’m going to find out where they’ve got you planted,’ the bearded man 
raved on,“and dig you up and kiss you right on the moldy lips. You did it right, 
Cousin!” 

The ticket-taker could see how it must have been.The fellow had come to 
Dreamworld for the first time old. Jaded and cynical, he had been told what to 
expect but had not believed it. He had arrived expecting to sneer. Now, only 
hours later, he was stunned by his own monstrous arrogance, and terribly 
grateful to have been forgiven for it. 

The attendant felt nostalgia and kinship. He hoped the bearded man didn’t 
live too far away. If his home was outside practical commuting distance to 
Dreamworld, he was going to have to move.The way the attendant had. 

He yanked his attention back to his work; his own line was starting to 
build, and his supervisor would be offering him help in a minute. But part of 
his mind remained on the bearded man - who had completed first-stage 
decompression and was literally skipping toward his distant car now - and so 
distracted, the attendant failed to note that the chubby twelve-year-old before 
him had only one chin. He took her money, gave her her map and brochure, 
fastened a Dreamband around her thick little wrist with something less than 
his usual care, and passed her through the gate into Dreamworld without a 
second thought. He did notice that her smile of thanks was especially 
incandescent. 

He would have been somewhat puzzled to see it fade, thirty seconds later, 
as the flaw in her planning became clear to her. 

There were many places in Dreamworld where a child could be alone, and 
there were some places where she could be unobserved. But as far as the 
chubby girl knew there was only one place she could be both alone and 
unobserved - and if she went in there, it might be too dangerous to come out 
again. She had not thought Phase Two through far enough - perhaps because 
subconsciously she had not truly expected Phase One to succeed. 
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She wandered aimlessly around the Octagon - the football-field-sized 
commons from which all eight of the Paths of Dreamworld originated - for 
about ten minutes, trying to think of Plan B. 

The best she could do was Plan A Prime: go ahead as planned .. . if it came 
apart, improvise. Her bladder cast the deciding vote. She chose the smallest 
and least popular of the eight available Ladies’ Rooms, the one way over by 
the path to the Bounding Main, and forced herself to go in. 

No one paid any attention to her. She lingered by the sink, looking at nothing 
at all, until the stall she wanted came free: the one nearest the door, with only 
one neighbour. Once safely locked inside it, she took off her blouse, turtleneck 
sweater, breasts, shoes, belly pack and forearms. 

Now he was a twelve-year-old boy with makeup on. He slid his Dreamband 
off the wrist of his collapsed fake forearm and put it in his righthand pocket. 
He opened the belly pack, took out his own shoes and a reasonably good 
counterfeit Dreamband, stuffed everything else into the pack and zipped it 
back up.The sound reminded him of his bladder; he unzipped his fly to attend 
to the matter. At the last possible instant the lowered seat reminded him that 
girls didn’t pee standing up; he was able to cut off the flow in time, but it hurt. 
Feeling stupid and oddly ashamed, he turned around, sat, and did his business, 
trying not to wonder what the napkin disposal unit was. 

As he flushed, he blushed, realizing he had not remembered to make any 
toilet paper noises first. This was tricky. ... 

Now to escape. Improvise. If he could just get as far as the door undetected, 
he could tell anyone who saw him emerge that his kid sister had gotten sick, 
and then maybe fade away when they went in to help. He put his belly pack 
back on - outside his clothes, this time - and waited, listening hard to traffic 
sounds outside the stall. Finally he decided there were as few girls out there as 
there were going to be.About ten metres to the exit. Feets, don’t fail me now. 
He threw open the door - 

- and relaxed, seeing himself in the mirror opposite. He had forgotten about 
the wig and makeup. He no longer looked like the chubby effeminate girl 
who had come in ... but he could pass as a skinny butch girl. He ignored the 
two girls present and made boldly for the exit. The visual barrier that was 
meant to keep dirty old men from peering in gave him three strides of 
concealment in which to whip the wig off and wipe at his makeup with it. 
Rehearsing his sick-sister lines, he jammed the wig into the belly pack, opened 
the door and stepped out. 

Absolutely no one paid the slightest bit of attention to him. 

Of course. In Dreamworld, parents did not feel they had to stand guard 
while their children were using the toilet. Nothing untoward could possibly 
happen as long as they were wearing their Dreambands. 

That reminded him to remove the fake Dreamband he had fetched with 
him from his lefthand pocket and put it on, as unobtrusively as possible. God, 
he thought, I better steady down. 

Four - no, five oaf-outs already ...and this was supposed to be the easy 
part! 

The hard part was coming up. 

% 
But of course he had to wait for the Firefall. None of the rides would be running 
until that was over. Everything in Dreamworld ground to a halt while it was in 
progress, every night, and just about everything else within a radius of a couple 
of miles. People dropped whatever they were doing to watch the incredible 
display of pyrotechnics, lasers, holograms and kamikaze nanobots, no matter 
how many times they had seen it before. You stood and stared at all that fire 
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cascading from the sky, all those different kinds of fire,and your busy chattering 
monkey mind fell silent,and whatever was in your heart came bubbling to the 
surface. 

He stood with the rest, and his heart threatened to boil over.There was too 
much compressed within it. He could not afford that, not yet. He knew how to 
go to a place in his mind where nothing could reach him - but it took great 
effort,and that particular muscle was nearly exhausted. He did it anyway. Maybe, 
if the gods were kind, it would be the last time for awhile. 

He failed to notice when the Firefall ended; where he was, fireworks were 
still going off. He was roused from his autohypnotic trance by a minor 
commotion near him.The way he phrased it to himself was a disturbance in 
The Force. He scanned the crowd around him and saw three smiling Cousins 
in their lemon jumpsuits converging from afar like yellow corpuscles, without 
apparent haste or urgency but covering ground fast. Behind them came two 
nonsmiling Dreamworld employees in street clothes: backstage personnel. For 
a paranoid instant he thought they were after him, but then located their 
target a few metres away. An adult, who had elected to watch the Firefall 
reclining in a chaise lounge.Two Cousins were already kneeling beside her; 
she must have been taken ill. One of them moved, and he got his first clear 
look at the elderly woman’s face. Just then the lighting in the local area changed 
in a subtle way; within seconds they were all in shadow. 

But he had seen. 

He heard the nearer Cousin sigh, and murmur, “God, look at her smile.” 

“She doesn’t have to go home, now,’ the other said softly. “Ever. I wouldn’t 
mind going like that myself, when it’s my time.” 

Then she looked up and saw him. She frowned, pasted a very good smile 
over it, put a finger to her lips and addressed him in a stage-whisper. “This 
poor lady’s exhausted - let’s let her nap a minute, okay?” 

He kept his face straight, nodded, and forced himself to leave the area 
nonchalantly, as though he had bought her story.The last thing he needed was 
a Cousin deciding he was traumatized, putting an arm around him, asking him 
questions for which he could no longer remember the lies he had prepared. 

He’d intended to dawdle for an hour or so after the Firefall, going on a few 
of his favourite rides for the last time as a civilian. But all at once he felt he had 
been given a sign. Someone had died happy in Dreamworld.Time to finish the 
last detail, and then get this done. 

He drifted over toward the exit, picked out an attendant who looked sleepy 
and tugged at his sleeve. “Mister, he said, gesturing vaguely behind him, “the 
Cousin over there asked me to say he needs you for a minute.” 

“Thanks, son.” As he’d hoped, the attendant bought it and started away, 
looking around for a mythical Cousin.The genuine Dreamband was already in 
his hand; hastily he used the attendant’s abandoned wand to deactivate it, and 
dropped it into the bin with the rest. He had rehearsed this part many times; 
he was done well before the attendant stopped and glanced back for directions. 

“I guess he changed his mind,” he told the attendant. “Sorry.” 

“That’s alright,” the man said, resuming his station. “Thanks anyway. You 
leaving now or what?” 

“No, he said,“Not for awhile,” and went back inside. 

He stopped at the first trashcan he encountered, rummaged in the belly 
pack for the folded up hat and false nose, and stuffed them into his pants 
pockets. He zipped the pack back up, took it off, and dropped it in the trash. 

He felt an unexpected exhilaration as the lid swung closed. The last of the 
evidence was disposed of.The only remaining traces of his old life were the 
clothes he stood in. He was free as a bird ... or the next best thing. 
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He took the path for the Enchanted Forest,and when he got there went straight 
to the Unicorn’s Glade ride. As he’d expected and hoped, the line was short, 
almost nonexistent. Less time to fidget and fret; fewer witnesses. Once they 
were inside and the cars were arriving, the crowd around him was so sparse 
that he was easily able to grab the seat he needed: the last one in the train. He 
pulled the safety bar up, and composed his features into what he called his 
dweeb face. 

It worked; noone elected to sit with him. His heart began to pound with 
elation as the train eased into motion. This was going to work! The last hurdle 
had been passed, the last tricky part. From here it was as easy as falling off a 
log. 

And so of course he did just that. He picked his moment with great care, 
waiting until they emerged from the dark tunnel into the first lighted section, 
and everyone else would be most distracted by things ahead of them. He had 
already weaseled out from under the safety bar, put the fake Dreamband in his 
pocket, and put on his elf hat and false nose. But as he slipped over the side of 
his car and dashed for cover, he mistook a fake log for a real one, tried to hop 
up onto it, slipped off and fell headlong. 

Firefall, reprised - 

When he sat up the train was out of sight. He was not sure whether he had 
lost consciousness or not, or if so for how long. With no way of knowing how 
soon the next train would be through, he had to assume it would be any 
moment. 

Get up, at least to a crouch and put on a silly leer, empty your eyes, it’s okay 
to look at them, they expect that, but empty your eyes first, you are an 
audioanimatronic robot, here comes the train now, empty your eyes, here it is, 
shit, there’s somebody in the front seat looking this way, look down, oh shit, 
move, cover up that shin, if she sees the blood she might report you're leaking 
oil, cover it with your hand while you turn that side away from her, smile, here 
she comes there they go MOVE! seven, six, five, four, careful don’t knock over 
that robot, two, Safe! 

- I think. 

He crouched down in his place of concealment behind a pseudoboulder, 
and balanced risks. If the girl in the car had seen his bleeding shin - dammit, it 
hurt, now that he had time for it - she might report it, in which case he was 
probably screwed. How likely was it that the girl was a busybody? 

Well, girls often were, in his experience. But she might simply assume that 
the blood was fake, part of the show.A wounded elf for the Unicorn to heal. 

The audioanimatronic robot he had dodged on his way to cover - a wizened 
old elf - was coming toward him, making faintly audible whirring sounds. 
That was odd - he was sure that none of the robots had an itinerary that 
brought them through this space; he had been on this ride dozens of times, 
studying, rehearsing. Hell - perhaps this one was malfunctioning, in some way 
that was registering on a dial somewhere in Central Control! Time to move on. 
But the robot elf stood between him and the rest of the diorama, coming 
closer. He backed out of its way, deeper into cover. 

It stopped where he had been crouching, and crouched itself. Its faint little 
servo-sounds ceased. 

Its monkey-like face swiveled to track him. 

It winked. 

And said, “If you leave that bloodstain out there on the set, they'll know, 
and they won’t rest until they find you.” 
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Shock might have paralyzed his limbs and tongue, but instead the reverse 
happened. From his hunkered crouch he exploded into something very like a 
Russian saber dancer’s four-limbed hah! kick, and a shout grew in his stomach 
and raced like vomit up his throat - 

- where he nearly choked on it, because the robot, moving faster than any 
robot he knew, seemed to have a hand over his mouth, and another behind his 
head to brace against. He tried to yank free, and what stopped him was not 
the futility of pitting his strength against that of a robot, but the sudden 
realization of how difficult it was not. The robot hands were strong, stronger 
than his own - but far less strong than they should have been. They were 
warm. 

Too many urgent inputs will cause most information systems to crash, and 
he had been in crummy shape to start with. He went limp. 

The elf caught him under the arms, laid him gently down in a spot where 
he would be concealed from view, and stood back up. 

Another train came through. He lay there dizzily and watched the elf mime 
a plausible routine for it-All the soft sounds of servomechanisms and hydraulics, 
the sharp sounds of clattering wheels and laughing children, and the 
sequentially fading series of xerox copies that echo made of all these, washed 
over him.They very nearly overwhelmed the sound of his heart banging in his 
chest. 

“I’ve had my eye on you for the last week or so,’ the elf murmured when 
the train was past, without looking at him. “I figured you were going to make 
your move soon. I like the way you handle yourself. You have respect, and 
you're not stupid.” 

“You're human,” he said softly, wonderingly. 

The elf grimaced.“Thanks a lot.” 

“You're a-a-” He scrambled back up to a crouch. “-a girl.” 

“Make up your mind,” she said.“Am I human or not?” She sounded like an 
aunt, or a teacher. 

As old as her elf persona looked, and sour. But she was no taller than he 
was.“Oh, the hell with it. Wait here.” 

She straightened up, making soft mechanical humming sounds again - he 
realized with wonder and some amusement that she was actually humming 
them - and walked around the boulder, out onto the set of the Unicorn’s 
Glade and into view of its patrons. He had practiced imitating robot movements 
a great deal, but this ... person ... was much better. He scrambled to the edge 
of cover to watch her. 

She walked in a seemingly random pattern that led her past the spot where 
he had first fallen and hurt his shin. When she reached it, she improvised a 
move which was in character for her elf persona, and brought her down on 
one knee. She remained on that knee until a train had passed, slid the knee 
back and forth along the floor, then rose and returned to his place of 
concealment. 

The blood which had been on the floor was now almost invisible on her 
dark trouser leg.“Come on,” she said, and continued past him. 

Doing his own robot walk, he followed her. ... 


TWO 
Under 


...and she walked straight into a boulder and vanished. 
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He followed without hesitation - not because he grasped that the boulder 
was a hologram, but simply because he was in shock. When he passed through 
it himself, things changed too fast for him to integrate. Nearly at once he 
encountered another wall, and his knees and face proved this one was not a 
hologram. He rebounded, his vision dithering, and would have gone down 
again if she had not caught him. Her grip and her arms were both too strong 
for someone her size. She smells like a robot, he thought. Like machine oil. 

“Always turn right,’ she murmured in his ear. 

“Huh?” 

She stood him on his feet, released him and stepped back.“In Dreamworld, 
if you walk through something you thought was there, always turn right. It’s a 
rule of thumb.” She pointed. 

Sure enough, the concealed corridor they were in now debouched to their 
right. He filed the information and studied her. 

She was exactly his own height, which was not impressive even for a 
twelve-year-old, but she was unquestionably an adult. Face and voice confirmed 
it,as did body language now that she was no longer imitating a robot. She was 
a midget. Not a dwarf, but a perfectly proportioned small person. With powerful 
arms and hands.The smoky rasp in her voice and the great dignity with which 
she carried herself made him think of an aunt or a teacher, but somehow she 
would not have fit into either pigeonhole even if she were not dressed as a 
robot elf. She was sour enough ... but she wasn’t sad enough. 

She’s not lonely, he thought, and wondered how he could know such a 
thing about her. 

“My fault,’ she went on.“I should have caught you as you came through. I 
assumed if you got this far, you knew that much.” 

“This is only the fourth time I’ve been all the way backstage,” he said.“And 
I got caught right away the other times. Like under a minute.” 

“You're getting better, she said.“This was a good place. You’d have made it 
if you hadn’t fallen. This far, at least.” 

“Yeah, I guess.” He inspected his shin.“Thanks,” he added belatedly, realizing 
he had been complimented.“Uh ... who are you?” 

“Annie.” 

“Oh. Uh ... hi,Annie.” 

“Don’t say ‘uh’ - it’s unbecoming. I have an excuse to grunt; you don’t.” 

“Huh?” 

“And ‘huh’ is even worse.” 

He was not prepared to debate diction. He reached, and came up with 
perhaps the only thing left in the world that he was reasonably certain of.“I’m 
Mike.” 

“Hello, Mike. Welcome to Dreamworld Under.” 

“Uh - ” He caught himself. “Sorry. Thanks, Annie. Am I really here? I mean, 
are we safe now?” 

She shrugged.“Probably safer than most of the people on this weary planet, 
boy. Relax.They can’t see in here, they can’t hear in here, they can’t smell in 
here unless I want them to - and they don’t even know that. And the next 
inspection team isn’t due through this area for weeks, unless something 
glitches.” 

The knot of muscle at the base of his neck relaxed just barely enough for 
him to notice.“Good.Thanks, Annie. I hope I didn’t, uh ...I mean -” 

“Don’t mention it. Especially not to anybody else.So what’s - ”She stopped, 
frowned at something, and rephrased.“How long were you thinking of staying 
in Dreamworld?” 
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“Well...” he began, so he wouldn’t say “Uh,” and used the tiny interval to 
think hard about the question. It was one he had been postponing himself, for 
some time now, and he knew she had not asked it casually.“As long as I can,’ 
he said finally. 

Something in her serene face changed. For an instant he thought he might 
have offended her, or perhaps saddened her somehow, but then she said,“Good 
answer.’ She closed her eyes for a few seconds.“Okay,’ she said, opening them 
again. “You seem lucky. And clever.And reasonably polite. Here is how it will 
be. I will help you - but neither of us is ever going to ask the other why they 
came here. Ever. Is that acceptable to you?” 

“Okay, he said simply. 

“Here’s your end of the bargain,’ she said.“You have to listen to me.” 

He nodded. 

“Don’t look so dismayed. I don’t mean you have to hang a patient look on 
your face while I blather about my youth, for God’s sake. I mean you have to 
pay attention when J tell you things. Talking is very hard work for me; I hardly 
ever do it. And if I have to tell you things twice, you're going to make some 
stupid blunder and get at least one of us busted out of here. I warn you: if it’s 
me, this place is going to turn on you.” 

He digested that.“How long have you been here, Annie?” 

“Under, you mean? What year is it?” 

“Thirty-two,” he said, beginning to be awed. “July something, 2032.” 

“Thirteen years, then.” She turned on her heel and walked away. 

Mike knew he must follow her, and still he stood frozen a moment in 
shock. Dreamworld was only a little over thirteen years old. He snapped out 
of it, and raced after her. 


Me 
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It was a little like learning that one unicorn exists. It changed everything. 

Mike felt like a biochemist who has laboured for years to synthesize a 
wonderful new drug, then learns aborigine herb-doctors have known about 
that one for centuries. He tried to pay attention to his surroundings as they 
moved behind the scenes of Dreamworld, but had trouble keeping his mind 
on the task. His eyes kept being drawn to his guide. His hero, now that he 
knew she existed. Mike’s hopeless, desperate, quixotic quest was actually 
possible. Someone had done it. 

This unprepossessing midget auntie before him had done it. Had been doing 
it for longer than he had been alive. 

No wonder she wasn’t lonely! She had the Unicorn, the Warlock, Wesley 
and Buttercup, the Mother Thing, the Hippogriff, Wanda the Werepoodle, 
Captain Horatio and his crew, Master Li and Number Ten Ox, Mike Callahan 
and his friends, Moondog Johnny, Lummox and John Thomas, and all the 
countless elves and trolls and leprechauns and dwarves for her constant 
companions. No wonder she looked so serene! For longer than his own lifetime, 
she had been living not just in a, but in the Dreamworld. No wonder she 
accepted him.They were kindred spirits, in a world of clones. He studied her 
with intense fascination. So that was how she walked when she wasn’t imitating 
a robot.... 

It suddenly came to him that he had absolutely no idea how they had 
gotten from where they started to where they were now - which was halfway 
down a long tubular shaft with a ladder on one side.There were the rumbling 
sounds of a ride somewhere nearby, but he could neither locate its direction 
nor identify it, save that it seemed to be moving too fast to be any part of the 
Unicorn’s Glade. He glanced up, and the shaft appeared to simply end about 
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fifty metres higher up: no access hatch was visible. He glanced down, and saw 
only that he was lagging behind. 

When he reached the bottom of the ladder, Annie stood aside and made 
room for him to step down onto the metal floor. She gestured at a key-pad on 
the wall.“Do what I did up there,” she said. 

“I didn’t see it” he confessed, reddening in shame. 

She clouded up. “I told you not to make me repeat myself. What the hell 
were you looking at?” 

“You,” he said miserably. 

She closed her eyes. “Oh, my stars and garters. God has punished my 
contempt for authority. ...” 

She sighed and reopened her eyes. “At least have the wit to pay particular 
attention to my hands, then. I do most of my best work with them.” 

“Yes, Annie.” 

With insultingly exaggerated pantomime, she addressed the keypad and 
punched in a four-digit number. A door silently dilated next to the keypad. 
“Got it this time?” 

“How do you know what number to use?” he asked. 

“From this.” She held up her left wrist to display a Command-Band like 
those worn by Dreamworld’s employees. It resembled a Guest’s Dreamband, 
with a monitor, keypad and trackpad added. She hadn’t been wearing it during 
her stint as an elf; she must have slipped it on while he wasn’t looking. “It also 
makes me invisible to three different surveillance systems - and you too, as 
long as you stay within three metres of me.” 

She hit zero on the keypad, and the door winked shut again. “Seven one 
three nine six fourteen three point one four one five seventeen eleventy-five,” 
she chanted in a rapid monotone, and stood aside.“Now you try it.” 

He went to the keypad, punched four digits, and the door reappeared. 

“Better, she said curtly, and shouldered him aside to step through. 

At that moment he realized suddenly that he was ravenously hungry. He 
decided not to mention it, and followed her. He’d been hungry before. He’d 
never been under in Dreamworld before. 

They passed through a series of environments in rapid succession. Each 
time she let him key in the code that admitted them to the next. Some he 
could identify at least tentatively as air-circulation tunnels, engine rooms, repair 
shops, switching nodes, degaussing zones and the like.Some were so unfamiliar 
he could not even guess their nature or function. Some were noisy, some as 
silent as a tomb. All were well lit and clean. As he doggedly memorized the 
route, he mentally labeled such regions things like place where it smells funny 
or room with no room or inside the dentist’s drill. He had the general impression 
that Annie and he were gradually descending deeper and deeper belowground. 
At one point they heard approaching voices and footsteps, and she led him 
immediately and unerringly to the nearest good hiding place, where they waited 
together until the danger was past. 

A little while later she stopped short again. Mike looked around for another 
hidey-hole - but instead of hiding, she went to a nearby machine,a big complex 
thing he could not identify. She stared at it, sniffed it, reached into it and made 
some adjustment, then bent and put her ear up against the side of it and 
listened.After several seconds had elapsed, she frowned and straightened. Taking 
a red marker from a pocket, she wrote something on the wall above the 
machine.A single rune, which Mike didn’t recognize. It looked a little like the 
classical symbol for “male,” but was subtly different. Without explanation she 
put away the marker and they continued on their way. 
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At the end of a long featureless lime-green corridor, they came to another 
keypad, and he automatically began to enter the access code. She stopped 
him with an upraised hand.“This time,” she said,“punch in the date of Opening 
Day,’ 

He blinked.“The whole thing?” 

“If you know it,” she agreed. 

He punched in the six digits of the date on which Thomas Immega had 
opened the gates of his mighty dream for the first time, thirteen years earlier. 
At once he heard the familiar, barely audible sound of a door dilating, but none 
appeared where he was expecting it. He decided the sound might have come 
from off to one side, though he wasn’t sure which, and glanced quickly in 
both directions. Still no door. But he had not heard it sigh shut again yet. Or 
had he only imagined hearing it in the first place? 

He looked at Annie, and she was trying not to smile. It made him mad. He 
closed his eyes, thought furiously ... then turned on his heel and walked 
directly into the left wall of the corridor. 

As he passed through it, he was already turning right. He was in a small 
room; before him was a door - a real old-fashioned door, with hinges and a 
knob - and before it lay a welcome mat. He stopped and waited for Annie to 
catch up. 

She came through the hologram wall still trying not to smile, but having 
trouble with it.“Not bad. How did you know which direction to go in, back in 
the corridor?” 

“You said always turn right. If it was in the other wall, you’d have to turn 
left whenever you left home.” 

“How old are you?” 

“How old are you?” 

Her rebel smile disappeared. She blinked. “Point taken. I beg your pardon, 
and withdraw the question.” She sighed.“Well, are we going to stand out here 
all night, or do you want supper?” 

He allowed himself to become aware of the black hole at his centre, and 
nearly fainted with sudden hunger. He turned and opened the door - 

- stopped and wiped his feet on the mat - 

- stepped through and turned to see her staring at him oddly. 

“What?” he demanded. 

“This might just work,” she said.“Isn’t that hilarious?” 

He suddenly started to see the whole situation from her point of view. He 
began to giggle. 

To his astonishment, she joined him. She had not, until now, seemed to be 
the sort of person who giggled. It struck him funny. Before he knew it, all his 
anger and most of his tension were boiling out of him as laughter. It felt oddly 
like throwing up.Then his vision started doing special effects: first solarization, 
then colour-shimmer, and finally dissolve to random vibrant pixels. 

Nearly at once it resolved again.Annie’s face was inches from his, taut with 
concern.“Don’t try to get up.” 

“Okay,” he said agreeably. He hadn’t realized he was down. 

He felt himself picked up and carried. He marveled at her strength: he was 
pretty sure he could not have carried someone his own size. She set him 
gently on what he could tell was a bed. He tried to toe his shoes off, but found 
it oddly hard to do. 

“T'll get it she said, and did. “Sleep now. You can eat later.” 

“Okay,” he said again, and did as he was told. 


KP 
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The moment of awakening can be as hard to pin down as the instant love dies. 
Mike’s first conscious thought was that there was a spoon in his mouth. 
Investigating, he found his favourite food in all the Universe - Captain Horatio’s 
clam chowder - at the business end of it,and Annie on the other. He swallowed. 
His belly told him it was at least his third or fourth spoonful of soup. It made 
him think of how Papa always said he would sleep through his own hanging, 
and that made him want to stop thinking, so he did and ate soup. 

By the time the bowl was empty, he had become aware of his surroundings. 
His first reaction to Annie’s home was surprise - at how unsurprising it was. 
Heck, it was downright boring. It reminded him of a hotel room. (A cheap 
hotel room, the only kind he had ever seen outside of TV or films.) No Home 
Entertainment Centre - in fact, no visible TV or stereo of any kind. No posters, 
paintings or pictures. No windows. Hardly any furniture at all, really, and all of 
that looked old and dinky. The computer was so old it had no speakers; looking 
closer he saw its disk drive would accept only Stone Age floppy disks, and its 
monitor could not be changed in either size or aspect-ratio. The bed he lay on 
was antique, unpowered, simply a flat rectangle: he sat upright only with the 
aid of a precarious pyramid of pillows. The single visible recreational amenity 
was a pair of tall bookshelves packed full with books, mostly beatup paperbacks. 

Something else nagged at his subconscious, and then surfaced: there was 
no remote control of any kind within reach of the bed.... 

Then all at once it made sense. He asked himself two questions: Why do I 
have - why did I have an HEC and videos and posters and a good PC and a real 
bed in my room? and Why does everybody else I know? - and the answer to 
both came back the same. So we won’t mind so much that we don’t live in 
Dreamworld. 

Annie didn’t need any of that stuff. 

Besides, she’d have to be prepared to abandon everything she owned, if 
Security ever got wind of her and she had to jungle up someplace else ...so 
why own anything much? 

“You can go back to sleep again if you like, she said, setting down the 
empty bowl. “It’s the middle of the night.” She wore a dark purple silk robe 
and slippers. He realized suddenly that he was naked under the covers, but 
could not manage to work up any embarrassment over it. He had been a 
patient before. 

He made himself take a deep breath. “H-how many of us are there?” he 
asked. 

She blinked. “Two, how many does it look like?” 

“I mean Under.” 

“The answer is still the same. We’re the whole club, boy. You and I are the 
only ones P-'W.O.L” 

“Huh? I mean, beg pardon?” 

“Present Without Official Leave. Am I coming through? No one else is 
under.” 

FOh? 

“Dozens have tried. Well, hundreds have tried, maybe thousands for all I 
know, but dozens have gotten as far as you have. As of today, nobody but me 
has been under for as long as a week. The current record is four and a half 
days.” 

“Oh.” He felt sharp dismay. 

“I didn’t help any of them,” she said. “None of them even knew I was here.” 

He started to answer, but the longer he hesitated, the longer he hesitated. 
Annie must know his obvious next question; since she wasn’t going ahead 
and answering it, she must not want to. 
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“What did he do wrong?” he asked finally. 

“Who? Oh, you mean the record-holder.” 

“Yeah.” 

“He pissed me off.” 

From her the expression was startling. Then the meaning sank in. 

“You ...I mean, you - ” 

“Got him kicked out,” she agreed. “I locked a door behind him one day. He 
didn’t belong here.” 

“Oh” 

“Don’t look so worried.” 

He started to relax. “I belong here, then?” 

“I don’t know yet,” she said impersonally. “But we’ve been introduced. If I 
ever decide you don’t belong, I'll tell you first.” 

“Oh” 

“Don’t look so worried, I said. Damn it, boy, you’ve gotten farther than 
almost anyone else in the history of Dreamworld: be content with that for 
now.” 

“Except for you,” he couldn’t help adding. 

She looked amused. “I am the history of Dreamworld,’ she said. 

She got up and brought the empty bowl to the small sink at one end of the 
room, rinsed it and set it aside to dry. “More soup here,” she said, pointing at 
the microwave. “Fridge there, pantry there, dunny over there behind that 
door. If you want anything, help yourself: I’m going to bed.” 

She came back to the bedside, and - to his astonishment - dropped her 
robe, climbed in beside him and slid under the covers. “Don’t bother trying to 
explore; I’ve locked us in.” 

Mike rummaged through his entire social experience, in search of an 
appropriate comment to make to an adult female stranger who has just joined 
one in bed,and came up empty. By the time he came up with “Goodnight” as 
a default choice, he was talking to himself. & 
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Sight Unseen 


by Michael Teal 

I’ve seen 
the angels 

masturbating 
feet 
hanging 

over the clouds 
promises 
dripping from 

the pores 
in their 

flesh 
silently 


laughing out loud 
what 
a fitting display 
for 
the winged and the proud 
why 


is it 
that fallen angels 
always draw a crowd 
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COURTLY LOVE 
by Mary Soon Lee 


From the stablehands to the courtiers, all the realm was in dismay. Even the 
leaves on the trees seemed dimmed to the shades of more ordinary lands as 
the news spread: the king loved his young bride as none but the pure of heart 
can do, but the queen had been caught eyeing another man. Her lady’s maid 
swore that she saw the queen brush her hand across this knight’s cheek, the 
queen’s touch as gentle as the morning fog that rolled in from the sea. The 
lady’s maid swore moreover that the look that burned in the queen’s eye was 
not of a kind to be quieted by thoughts of propriety. 

And this knight, who was he? A foreigner who fought well enough, spoke 
fair enough, risked his life readily enough for the king; but still a foreigner and 
not to be trusted. 

The king’s steward tugged mournfully at his beard as he said to his wife, 
“And the king loves Lancelot as if he were a brother, more than a brother. It 
grieves me to think what strife this will cause, maybe even unto war.” 

% 

In the circular room in the highest turret of the castle, the king leaned 
over to Lancelot. Gently as mist, he ran one finger across the clean line of 
Lancelot’s chin.“Dost know what thou art to me, dearer than any brother?” 

Lancelot nodded, and the last rays of the setting sun flared through the 
narrow window till his hair shone like fire.“Aye, my king.” 

Guinevere stirred sleepily from her place between them in the bed. 
“Enough speech.” 

With her lips she silenced first the king, then Lancelot. Softly she sighed 
as the two men bent to embrace her, the three of them entwined in perfect 
union. 


Mary Soon Lee is British, but now lives in Pittsburgh, 
where she runs a speculative fiction workshop called 
the Pittsburgh Worldwrights. She has had thirty-seven 


stories published, including work in F&SF and Interzone. 
“Courtly Love” was written after she watched one too 
many films about Camelot. 
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In addition to this story’s sequel, “Tonton Macoute,’ and several 
other shorts, Bill Allan has written a science fiction novel titled 
Dark Memory. For seven years he played trumpet in clubs and 
bars across western Pennsylvania. He now works for a Butler 
County steel mill. 
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The small red mass at the bottom of the hole quivers, and five snake-like 
tubers wriggle from it. 

In moments, the strange seed grows to the size of an infant. Four of the 
roots form boneless, squirming limbs, while the fifth projection becomes a 
faceless head, its crimson surface ripples as if something beneath were trying 
to get out. 

The smell of blood, musky and faintly metallic, comes from the pit, and 
wet sounds. 
The crowd spurred Tommy on. They clapped, whistled and hollered 
encouragement at the stage. His lips were locked around the mouthpiece, his 
eyes squeezed shut. He blew hard, and the rest of the band surged behind 
him 


They were playing an instrumental version of “Street Life,’ and he was 
soloing, using variations on a blues scale against the rhythmic background. All 
he’d ever wanted was to be a jazz musician, only you couldn’t make any money 
performing straight jazz in this town. If people couldn’t dance to it, they didn’t 
want to hear it. But that was okay for now. If need be, he could play this funky 
shit all night long. 

The audience seemed to think so too. 

Except ...their enthusiasm was out of proportion at times. Every now and 
again, he heard laughter and a few hoots.And did some of those yells of approval 
conceal an edge of derision? Were they just having some fun with him,a white 
guy playing dance music in a black club? Although people weren’t usually that 
mean-spirited, he was an easy target, wasn’t he? 

He didn’t quit abruptly - that would’ve been unprofessional - but ended 
the solo quickly, backed away from the mike and opened his eyes. 

A strobe-like light and the smoky air combined with his sweat to blind him. 
He blinked and cradled his face in the crook of his arm. His vision cleared. 

Alone on the floor in front of the stage, a big woman danced to the music. 
She must have been five-ten and close to two hundred pounds. She was putting 
on quite a show. 

She wore a yellow knit skirt that hugged every roll of fat in her butt and 
thighs, and her belly bounced freely as she heaved and pumped with the 
provocative tempo. She’d pulled her purple blouse up to her collar bone, and 
her huge bare breasts bobbed and dangled at her waist like uncoiled skin- 
covered Slinkys. 

He watched the long dark nipples on the springy tubes of flesh and felt a 
little ridiculous. He’d thought the cheers were for him.Then again, at least no 
one was laughing at him. Hell, nobody even knew he was alive. 

Somebody at the side of the stage yelled to Shorty, “Take a break so I can 
get this broad to sit down,’ and Shorty yelled,“‘Money, ” at Butch and the others. 
The drums, bass and guitar fell into their break tune.Then Shorty grabbed a 
mike and feedback screeched. 

“— gonna take a brief pause for the cause now, ladies and gentlemen, a tall 
glass of alcohol, but we'll be right back, be back in a flash with - ” 

The speakers squealed again and Shorty cussed under his breath. Suddenly, 
with a series of crashes, the drums ended the song. The bar noise swelled to 
replace the ringing of the cymbals. Butch held his sticks in one hand, reached 
behind his seat with the other and brought a glass up to his lips. 

Shorty clicked off the PA system, turned slowly until his chin rested over 
Butch’s high-hat. His jaw was clenched as he spoke, though his voice didn’t 
leave the stage. 
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“Did I tell you to stop playing?” 

“What you mean, man?” 

“I’m asking you did I tell you to stop playing.” 

“Yeah, you called it, called the break. Hey, Tommy, didn’t he call the break?” 

“Don’t bring anybody else into this. I’m asking you. Did I tell you to stop 
playing?” 

“I thought you did, man, I thought you called it.” Butch dropped his sticks 
on the snare.They made a series of loud, staccato taps. He took another sip 
from his glass. 

“I was in the middle of an announcement. All right? Next time, when I 
want you to quit, I'll tell you to quit. Okay?” 

“Yeah, well, ‘scuse me, I thought you did, I thought you did call it, you 
know?” 

Butch stood up and brushed something invisible from the front of his shirt. 
He grabbed his jacket and stepped off the stage. 

Tommy caught up to him as he ordered a drink. 

“Rum and Coke, Miss Lady.” 

“That was Rodriguez One-Fifty-One, wasn’t it?”The woman behind the bar 
had an interesting accent, some kind of Caribbean accent. 

“Yeah, a double,” Butch said. 

The barmaid paused a second, then lifted the bottle and shot glass up to 
the counter. 

“I guess you know what you're doing.” 

“Yes, Ma’am, I do.” 

Tommy had noticed earlier that this barmaid always sweetened the band’s 
drinks. She held the shot glass over Butch’s cracked ice and continued pouring 
the liquor even as she dumped the shots. When she was done, there wasn’t 
much room for coke. 

“You want something, Tommy? On me, Miss.” Butch took a long pull on his 
rum. 
“Tl take a shot with a Rolling Rock.” 

“You want Rodriguez too?” she asked. 

“Might as well.” 

She sloshed a shot and some overflow into a water glass and opened his 
beer. 

“I like the way you play that sax, man,” she said. 

“Thanks ...I like the way you pour drinks.” 

She glanced down when she laughed, then looked to either side before 
leaning close to them. 

“You guys deserve something extra, I know this bastard doesn’t pay too 
good.” 

“Bastard? Sounds like our boss,’ Butch said. 

“Bosses, /es chiens, they’re the same all over, huh?” She turned to answer a 
call from the other end of the long bar. 

“What she say?” Butch asked. 

“Chiens, means dogs in French, I think.” 

“Ain’t that the truth.” Butch looked at him with eyes that were getting 
bleary, then past him untilTommy assumed they focused on Shorty somewhere 
in the crowd.“Tell you one thing, that dude ever jumps up in my face like that 
again, in front of everybody like that, I’m gonna have something for him. I 
keeps something on me, at all times, for dudes like him.” 

“Don’t be that way, Butch, you know how he is.” 

“Yeah, I know how he is ... . ignorant-anal-retentive-ass-thinks-he’s-a-white- 
man mother . . .” Butch focused back on Tommy. “No offense, Tom-Tom, you 
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know me and you’s cool, but he’s fucked up, that shit ain’t right, man.” 

Tommy was never offended when people forgot he was different, but he 
hated to see trouble starting up again. Constant bickering was tearing the 
group apart.As usual, he tried to smooth things over. 

“He just gets carried away with being in charge.” 

“Yeah, well he can be in charge of kissing my ass from now on.” Butch took 
another long sip, hit the bar with the glass of ice and pushed out of his stool. 
He thrust first one arm, then the next into his jacket. “I'll be back,’ he said. 

Tommy watched him angle through the crowd and out the door. He was 
probably going to the car to get high. This could turn into a long night. 

The barmaid with the accent was hurrying back to Tommy’s end of the 
room. She reached under the counter beneath him, slid open a metal door and 
rooted around. Bottles clinked. When she raised her head, he was looking 
down her blouse. 

She caught and held his gaze as she called over her shoulder,“Don’t have 
any light, man, you want a regular?” But she had to turn from him and raise her 
voice another notch to be heard.“No light, you want regular?” 

The answer was, “Yeah, baby.’ She spun back toward Tommy and bent over 
the cold storage bin again. This time she straightened slowly, holding a bottle 
of Bud by the neck. She rested the beer on the counter in front of him and 
shoved the door closed. 

“You found what you’re looking for, Sax-man?” 

Tommy watched her walk away and his face warmed, then the blood rushed 
somewhere else, because he realized she hadn’t really been angry. Her sinuous 
form played against the black slacks and white blouse as she moved. 

“Hey Tommy, what’s wrong with your boy tonight? I mean besides being 
drunk again.” Shorty swung into Butch’s stool. The mouth below the neat 
mustache was fixed into a false little grin. The interruption had ruined a sweet 
daydream. 

“He’s not drunk, yet.” 

“No, well you coulda fooled me.” 

Tommy had been sipping beer, now he did the shot.The hundred-and-fifty- 
one proof rum hit the back of his throat and diffused straight into his lungs on 
tentacles of liquid fire. He found himself getting pissed right along with 
everyone else. 

“Why do you have to bait him like that, anyway?” 

“Bait him?” 

“Yeah, you act like you’re trying to pick a fight with him all the time.” 

“Hey, Tommy, I got a responsibility to the man that owns this place to put 
on the best show I can, that’s what he pays us for. Now I can’t do that if your 
boy is drunk and messing everything up.” 

Tommy shook his head. “Butch is the best drummer I ever worked with, 
man.” 

“T agree, | agree a hundred percent. When he’s acting right, he is one of the 
best. Rhythm and blues, rock - can play jazz like Billy Cobham. And funky? 
Shit, when I first saw Butch playing with Snake and them up at the North Side 
Elks, I said to myself, this is the funkiest dude I have ever heard, in my life. But 
when he’s drunk, he ain’t shit.” 

“But if you’d - ” 

“And you know what? You won’t have to worry about me baiting him 
much longer, because he keeps messing up, like tonight, I’m gonna fire his ass. 
One monkey don’t stop no show, Tommy.” Shorty stood up, stretched and 
repeated himself before he left.“One monkey don’t stop no show.” 
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The club was filled to capacity. The vacated seat beside him was the only 
empty one at the bar, and all the tables were filled. Dozens of people milled 
around the dimly lit room, and their voices, raised sporadically in argument 
and laughter, competed with the sound of the juke box. 

Just the same, he felt alone. Normally the only white face in the crowd, he 
was used to the distance the colour of his skin provoked, but when the band 
was fighting, the feeling of isolation became exaggerated.The group was like 
a family in a way, and when your family was at odds and busting up, it was as 
if you were on your own against the world. 

Tommy was twenty-three and had started with the group after dropping 
out of college, just shy of his twenty-first birthday.Two years was a long time, 
but it felt as if he’d known them even longer. 

Shorty, like a distant older brother, was primarily good at taking care of 
number one. He played trumpet and was also the leader and business manager. 
He booked the gigs, handled the money, called practice sessions, hired and 
fired.:When he’d broughtTommy on, thanks to the recommendation of a mutual 
friend, Butch was already playing drums with the group.And the street-wise, 
good-natured drummer had taken Tommy under his wing almost at once. 

The three of them had played a lot of little holes in the wall together. 

Only now, Butch and Shorty seemed on the verge of splitting apart. They’d 
always had a friendly rivalry going, but recently the playful nature of the 
infighting had turned harsh, at times openly hostile. 

His unseeing stare shifted to fasten on the waitress behind the bar. She 
smiled, raised an index finger.A few seconds later, she’d finished her business 
at the cash register and was standing in front of him again. 

“Looks like you need a refill.” 

“All right, same way.” 

She opened a beer, gave him another generous shot and stabbed through 
his stack of ones to find a five. 

“You're so down tonight. Why?” she asked. 

“Is it that obvious?” 

“To me, yeah. Your friends aren’t getting along very well, are they?” 

“No ... you are perceptive.” 

She flattened his five dollar bill on the bar and wiped at some wet spots. 
Her fingernails were long and painted red. 

“You could help them, you know, get along better, if that’s what you want. 
I could show you some things, up in my room.” She glanced at the ceiling. 

“You live upstairs?” 

“Yeah, my cousin owns the bar. He lets me have a room and pays me a little 
to work every night. I’ve been here only a short while, but soon I'll have a 
better job and a much better place to live. Very soon.” 

Her eyes were dark, depthless, her skin a deep brown. Her nose was small 
but straight, and her nostrils flared when she said very soon. She wet her lips 
with her tongue. 

He felt a thickness between his legs again. 

“So what’ve you got up in your room?” 

“Some things that might help your friends. I could show you.” 

“When?” 

“Maybe on your next break, if I can get someone to take the bar for me.” 

“Okay.” 

“My name’s Marie, by the way.” 

“Tommy.” 

“I know.” 
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She took his money. He downed the two ounces of rum and watched her 
go. He guessed she was in her late twenties: an older woman.Was she coming 
on to him or just playing games? She seemed serious enough, then again, maybe 
she was only being nice. 

“Where is he?” Shorty set his empty glass next to Tommy’s and drummed 
on the back of his stool. 

“Outside, I guess.” 

“Shit!” He looked at his watch.“We got about one minute. You wanna go 
out and get him?” 

“Yeah, I'll get him.” 

Tommy grabbed his money and bottle of beer, got up and shouldered his 
way into the crowd. Behind him he heard Shorty ordering a drink, and Marie’s 
laughter. 
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The wind is cold.A neighbourhood of hollowed out ruins waits to be razed. 
In a year or two, a new housing plan will replace the deserted buildings. 
Though the night sky is brightened by the surrounding city lights, at 
ground level, in the ruins, the darkness crawls. The something in the pit 
whimpers like a whipped animal, then is silent, except for the growing 


sounds. 
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Tommy walked out the front door. 

A group of teenage boys, too young to bullshit the doorman, hung around 
the entrance.They delivered curious, then hard stares. Tommy ignored them, 
stepped out of the way of an approaching couple and saw Butch leaning against 
a telephone pole across the street. 

Two inches over six feet and heavy-set, Butch was good-looking in an 
unshaven, piratical sort of way, but the face that usually sported an easy-going 
smile was locked into a sullen glare tonight. 

Tommy hesitated for an instant.When he was working a bar, even a tough 
one, it became like a corner of safety for him. It wasn’t logical: he’d seen plenty 
of violence in bars. Nevertheless, when he was in a familiar club, it was like a 
pocket of civilization, a friendly space separate from the street.The street was 
The Land of Anything Goes. 

He stepped off the curb and felt a boundary being crossed. 

“Time to go back in,” he said. 

Butch brought his arm up from his side, tilted a paper bag to his mouth, 
lowered it. 

“Fuck going back in.” 

He was high, in a deep, scary way. 

“Come on, Butch, don’t do this. Two more sets, then we get paid and get 
the hell out of here. Let’s just get it over with.” 

“You know, I’m a grown man and that son-of-a-bitch treats me like a kid.” 

The smell of weed drifted off him, mingled with the high-octane aroma of 
cheap wine. He took another swig, offered Tommy the covered bottle. 

Wind rustled the bag and Tommy felt a chill. He declined the wine and 
drank down the last of his beer, though he hadn’t really wanted that either. 

“Come on, Butch, let’s get this night over with.” 

Butch pushed off the pole, swiveled around and spat. 

“Ain’t about that, man, ain’t about this night. It’s about respect. You know 
how long we been working together, me and Shorty? Almost five years. Five 
fucking years, and the sucker treats me like nothing. He owes me money,Tommy, 
a bunch of money. Everything I’ve done for him, for the group, over the years 
ac SDI? 
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The big man looked angry enough to cry, something he would never do. 

“You're letting this get to you, Butch, you gotta calm down.” 

“Fuck calming down.” 

“Just don’t let him get to you like this.” 

Butch’s eyes went flat, dead-looking. 

“Oh, he ain’t getting to me, not no more. I’m getting to him.The next time 
he hops up in my face, I’m getting to him.” He shifted the bottle to his left 
hand, slipped his right hand into his jacket pocket and nodded. 

“That’s stupid, Butch, no shit, that’s just plain stupid. I’m going back in. If 
you got something on you, you better leave it in the car, man.And hurry up, 
we're already late.” 

Tommy strode past the young gang at the door and back into the club. Was 
Butch drunk enough to pull a gun? ...on Shorty? ...no way. 

The band was on stage.Tommy squeezed past a press of people who were 
waiting to dance and stepped up on the rug-covered platform. He grabbed his 
horn and blew out the spit valve. 

“Well?” Shorty was looking at the empty seat behind the snare. 

“He’s right behind me,”’Tommy said. 

Shorty turned and watched the door. He held his trumpet behind his back 
and tapped the bell against his shoulder blades. He was standing in the same 
spot five minutes later when Butch finally came in. 

“Okay, ‘Blam, as soon as he gets up here.” Shorty snapped on the PA. 

The bass and guitar player stopped fiddling with their instruments. 
Amplifiers hammed.Tommy checked his mike. 

Butch walked on stage, sat behind his drums and picked up his sticks. 
Tommy noticed he hadn’t taken his jacket off. 

Shorty stood facing the crowd. It was obvious he wasn’t going to look 
around or say anything. Butch glanced at Tommy and shrugged. 

“Blam,” Tommy said. 

Butch shrugged again, said to the bass player,“You ready? One, two, and, hit 
its: 

The Brothers Johnson tune turned into a spotlight number forTommy.They 
usually played the head as a duet and then took turns soloing, but Shorty 
never joined in. Tommy ended up blowing continuously for eight minutes. 

He didn’t mind being out there by himself on one or two jams, but Shorty’s 
contribution continued to be near nonexistent. He seemed to be saying, You 
guys pissed me off, now you’re on your own, only Tommy was the one taking 
all the weight. It wasn’t fair. He wanted a drink badly by the time the set 
ended. 

Shorty had abandoned the stage, without making the usual announcement, 
as soon as they started the break song.A couple minutes later, when Tommy 
got to the bar, he saw their leader at the other end. He was talking to Marie and 
they were laughing, appeared intimate. 

What the hell was he doing with her? Shorty had a well-deserved reputation 
as a fast-talker and a lady-killer. What were they laughing about? 

Butch bumped Tommy’s arm as he joined him and called down the bar, 
“Hey, Miss Lady, hey Miss, we need some service up here,” and then quietly, “all 
that dickless wonder can do is sniff at you anyway.” 

Tommy smiled but felt another searing wave of jealousy. What was wrong 
with him? He needed a drink, that was for sure. It seemed like everything was 
getting under his skin. 

Finally Marie approached, followed by a tall light-skinned girl in a short 
skirt. 

“Rodriquez again?” 
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“It’s on me this time, Tommy said. He hoped she could hear the resentment 
in his voice. 

“All right, Sax-man.” She stole a glance at him and began pouring rum. “I 
want you two to meet DeeDee. She’s going to take over for a little while.” 

“DeeDee, huh,’ Butch said, “is she Jamaica too?” 

Marie poked the bottle back into its niche and rested her hands on her 
hips.“I’m not Jamaican, I’m from Port au Prince, man.And DeeDee’s from right 
down the street. No Jamaicans here, brother.” She took Tommy’s money. 

DeeDee uncapped a bottle of beer, said,“I’'ll be around if you need me,” and 
followed Marie. 

Butch eyed the backs of her long legs and stopped his glass just shy of his 
lips.“Oh, we will be needing you, Miss DeeDee, no doubt about that.” 

When Marie got back from the register, she leaned close to Tommy’s face. 
Her breath smelled like spearmint. 

“You ready?” 

“Yeah.” He felt a jolt of excitement, stood, drank the shot and chased it with 
beer. 

Butch must have realized he was being left alone. 

“What, what’s this ‘you ready’ shit? Hey, I’m ready too, Miss. Ready, willing 
and able.” 

“We'll be right back, Butch,’Tommy said. 

“Right back? Hey, I thought we was boys,Tom-Tom, share and share alike, 
you know?” 

Tommy glanced over his shoulder to catch the big drunken grin of 
encouragement before heading toward the rear stairway after Marie. 

% 
The pit is a grave-sized hole in a courtyard formed by the crumbling outer 
walls of three old buildings. In the cracked concrete at the foot of the pit, 
crude, chalky drawings have been made.At the other end a thick pole rises 
from the ground, and six feet up its length a two-by-four has been nailed to 
form 4a cross. 

The cross is adorned with wreaths of dried flowers and chains of bright 
metals, and on the right arm sits an old-fashioned black top hat.At the base 
of the crucifix are an assortment of jars and bottles and the dry, white 
bones of a small animal. 
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Tommy smelled incense as he entered her dim living quarters. She’d 
disappeared immediately into a back room after saying, “Come in.” Now she 
returned holding a small wavering flame.“Let me light more candles.” 

He stepped after her, blindly,and smacked into something with his forehead. 

“Shit! Sorry, hope I didn’t break anything.” 

In no time, more than a dozen candles lit the small room, and Tommy saw 
that he’d bumped into a model sailing ship that still swung crazily from the 
ceiling. 

Marie came back, stood beneath the model and steadied it with both hands. 
It came to rest six inches above her head. 

“That’s okay. Erzulie forgives tall handsome men. Most of the time.” 

“Who’s Erzulie, your boat?” 

Her laughter had a power over him, made him want her. 

“No, she’s a spirit. The ship is only, what you call, a symbol, a symbol of the 
place I keep for her in my home.” 

“You're into spirits?” 

“Yes, very much, and they are into me sometimes.” She laughed again. 
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Her arms in the air, she seemed to be offering her waist. Tommy reached 
out and held her just above the hips. She felt good in his hands.When he tried 
to pull her body close, however, she brought her forearms down against his 
chest. 

“Don’t be bad, now.” 

“Bad? I thought I was handsome.” 

“Maybe you are, with your pretty blue eyes, but I brought you up here to 
show you something important.” 

“Isn’t this important?” He tugged on her waist again. 

“Not now, Sax-man.” Her firm body squirmed out of his grasp.“Come over 
here.” 

The table against the wall,on which most of the candles sat,also supported 
a two-foot-high cross. Tommy leaned over to admire it and noticed small designs 
etched in the dark wood. He couldn’t identify most of them, although he 
recognized the intricately embellished shape of a heart and two snake figures 
standing on their coiled tails with three stars separating them. 

“Nice,” he said. 

Around the cross, spreading to fill the whole table, were bouquets of dried 
flowers, fresh fruits, jars of honey and various jellies, bottles of wine and liquor, 
cigars wrapped in cellophane. 

The table looked like she was preparing for some kind of party. 

“You expecting company tonight?” 

“You might say that.” 

He felt jealous again, for no good reason.“I thought maybe you and I could 
spend some time together, alone.” 

She appraised him with a long stare, “Maybe we can,” then waved at the 
table, “this is not for the sort of company you're thinking of, though, this is for 
the Loa,” 

“The Loa is another spirit, I guess?” 

“Many spirits, thousands, each like a different ... person. Erzulie, for instance, 
is only one.” 

“You pray to these spirits? Is that what you meant when you said you had 
something that could help me?” 

“Pray is not a good word. I feed the spirits, certain of them that can do 
what I need done, and when they are fed, they are very powerful.” 

“Marie, no disrespect or anything, but I’m not a very religious person. I 
don’t think something like this could work for me.” 

She put the palm of her hand on his chest and he could feel her heat 
through his shirt. 

“This is more practical than you can know. When the Loa are hungry, they 
are weak, but after they feed, after they have been fed the right thing, they are 
strong ...and grateful.” 

The touch of her hand and the intensity in her eyes had aroused him again. 
He rubbed up and down her arms with the tips of his fingers. 

“So, can I help you feed the Loa tonight? 

“You aren’t being very serious,” she said. 

“Yes, 1 am. I’m being seriously horny.” 

“Okay, forget the spirits for now, here’s what I really wanted to show you.” 
She turned to the table and picked up one out of a group of small plastic 
bottles. It looked to contain dried seasoning or herbs. “This may stop your 
friends from fighting, if you can get some of it into their food or drink.” 

He took it out of her hands and revolved it to read the home-made label: 
Keep Away Evil. 

“You don’t really expect me to sneak this into their food?” 
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“Do you want to help them?” 

He set the bottle down and chose a second.The words, Defeat Your Enemy, 
had been typed on the scotch-taped rectangular strip of paper. 

“What's this?” 

“People who fight animals - cocks, dogs - use it to put anger in the blood.” 

He exchanged it for another that read, Never Leave Me. 

“A love potion?” 

“You could call it that.” 

“This is probably what I should give them.” 

Her no-nonsense attitude dissolved. 

“Oh no, man, you don’t want to do that, believe me.” 

Tommy moved behind her. He replaced the bottle on the table, put his 
hands on her belly and pulled her rear against his growing erection. He could 
feel her stomach shaking gently with amusement and the leaves of her buttocks 
enfolding his straining part. She stopped laughing and raised her head. Her 
hair brushed his jaw and rested against his lips. It smelled faintly of perfume. 

“TESTING. Testing, one, two, three.” 

The PA system exploded as if it were in the room with them. 

“Christ,” he said, “I hope you never have to sleep up here when there’s a 
band playing.” 

“No, I’m always working.” 

His lips found her ear. 

“I gotta go,” he said. 

oXCSs 

“Have a drink with me later?” 

“Yes” 
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Their three hearts are wild drums, beating out of control and yet with a 
definite syncopation.They can hear breathing, like the hissing of some huge 
serpent, and the creaking of death-stiff joints. Next, a scrabbling noise and 


the sound of crumbling earth comes to them. 
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The last set was a long one. Tommy thought it would never end. Shorty was on 
stage, but that was about it. He’d quit playing for the night. Butch’s tempo 
started out too fast on just about every tune, only to begin dragging halfway 
through.And the young guitar player was going out of tune and didn’t know it, 
which made Tommy sound like the third sax in a junior highschool band. In 
the end, he was embarrassed for all of them. 

They wrapped up with Grover Washington Jr’s “Mister Magic.” He had his 
horn packed up sixty seconds after the last note, then unplugged all the mikes. 
He usually helped break down and load up the whole PA system, but while 
winding up some cord, he became aware of the two hours worth of shots and 
beers dammed at the end of his small intestine. He quit what he was doing 
and walked to the men’s room. By the time he positioned himself in front of 
the urinal and let go, he could feel the relief in the roots of his teeth. 

On his way back to the stage he stopped at the bar for a refill. DeeDee was 
serving. The rum stopped exactly at the white line on the small shot glass and 
he got no more than a perfunctory smile. Where was Marie? He could hardly 
taste the paltry dose of liquor, though the Rolling Rock was sharp and cold. He 
took the bottle and elbowed through the thinning crowd. 

“What you mean, docked? Don’t give me that docked shit!” 

Butch sat facing Shorty at one of the tables near the stage.A small stack of 
bills and some empty glasses and bottles separated them.The other guys were 
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packing up, but at Butch’s raised voice, they watched the table out of the 
corners of their eyes. 

Shorty leaned forward as if trying to keep the conversation personal, except 
his voice was just as loud as Butch’s had been. 

“The man docked me, so I’m docking you.” 

“Docked my ass, ain’t nobody docked you.” 

“Yeah, he did.” 

“Don’t fuck with my money, hear Shorty, don’t fuck with my goddamn 
money.” 

“Tl say this one more time.The man told me he lost business - ” 

“Bullshit!” 

“— don’t interrupt me, okay, don’t interrupt me, the man told me he lost 
business cause we took a half-hour break. I can’t argue with that man, I saw 
people leaving myself - ” 

“You ain’t seen shit.” 

“Shut up, Butch - ” 

“Who you telling to shut up?” 

“Hey, from now on, you mess up, you lose. You made us late and the man 
docked us. I ain’t arguing with anyone anymore. You don’t like it, you can 
leave. Just get out.” 

“Oh, Pll get out, you sorry-ass little bitch, I'll get out as soon as I get my 
money.” 

“Who you calling a bitch?” 

“You, I’m calling you a bitch, and a thief.” 

“T ain’t no thief, man, I ain’t no thief, okay.” 

“I want my money.” 

“It’s all there, wino.” Shorty nodded at the stack of bills and stood.The little 
smile that wasn’t a smile twitched into view. 

“No, it ain’t.” Butch’s fist came out of his jacket pocket. There was an 
automatic pistol in it. He rested it on the table. His index finger was in the 
trigger guard.“I want the rest,” he said. 

Tommy had time to think, This isn’t happening, and that was all. 

Shorty took the edge of the table in both hands and heaved it over on 
Butch, who fell out of his seat and onto the floor. Without hesitation, Shorty 
then stepped on the overturned table to pin Butch’s legs, grabbed the empty 
seat and threw it down at the fallen man’s head.The chair crashed into Butch’s 
face, and when he shoved it aside, Tommy saw blood in his mouth. 

The gun had been knocked loose, but Shorty wasn’t done. He snatched 
scattered beer bottles from the floor and flung them like baseballs. Butch 
tried to protect himself from the projectiles with one arm while pushing himself 
up with the other. He’d almost made it when Shorty got hold of a bar stool, 
raised it over his head and brought it down hard. The solid frame crashed 
against Butch’s hip and shoulder. He cringed, fell flat on the floor and rolled 
back and forth in pain. 

Shorty was still grabbing things, spinning around and firing them like a 
madman. Near the bar now, everything in reach became a missile: glasses, 
ashtrays, bottles, another stool. Butch lay on his back, near defenseless, one 
forearm in front of his face. 

Tommy knew he had to do something fast, but before he could act, Shorty 
picked up a half-gallon glass jar of orange juice and whipped it down with 
savage force. It broke against Butch’s forehead with a terrible solid thwack. 

Shorty must have heard that sound too. All the frenzied energy fell out of 
him at once and he seemed to see what he’d done. Confusion replaced the 
rage on his face. He stumbled backward. 
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A woman screamed. 

A man said, “You killed that boy.” 

Shorty looked up. 

“I didn’t do that, nigger killed himself, I didn’t do that.” 

He turned and stalked out. 

Tommy realized he had arms and legs when he felt the tremours in them. 
The beer bottle slipped out of his hand, hit the floor and rolled. He glanced 
away from the empty doorway to where Butch lay. Marie was there, kneeling 
at his side, holding something against his head. 

Tommy shambled over and sank down to help, and what he saw made him 
think he was hysterical. 

A shard of thick glass protruded from Butch’s skull at his temple. Blood 
pulsed out of him, ran along the jagged spout and into a large white mug that 
Marie held up to the wound.The mug was already half full. 

“Jesus Christ, what are you doing?” 

“I’m going to save him,” she said, and the expression on her face frightened 
him beyond everything else. 

“What?” 

“Come with me.’ She stood, head bowed, holding the mug close,and moved 
through the crowd of people. Obviously nobody had noticed what she’d been 
doing, because they paid no attention to her as she stepped away. Some, their 
view of the body unrestricted now, watched the blood trickle into Butch’s left 
eye. Others stared at the front door, as if they expected Shorty to walk back in. 

“Has anyone called an ambulance?”Tommy’s voice sounded unreal to him. 
He located DeeDee behind the bar.“Please hurry.” 

She started as if coming out of a daydream.The crowd around Butch’s 
body returned to life.Tommy went for the rear stairway. He had to follow her. 
Large, dark fingers appear at the edge of the hole. The fingers become hands, 
the hands become arms. Slowly the thing in the pit pulls itself out. 


The door to her apartment was open.The candles were still burning. There 
was a bright light on in the backroom, and he was starting for it when she 
walked out. 

She seemed smaller than before; he noticed she was barefoot. 

“What are you going to do with the blood, with his blood?” 

She stepped up to him. 

“I told you. I can bring him back, man.” 

“What are you, some kind of fucking pervert?” 

She slapped him across the face, quickly and without restraint. His head 
rocked back, his face stung and anger boiled up in him. 

“T'll kill you, he said and he had his hands around her neck. He could feel 
her pulse struggling against his fingers. She winced, opened her mouth for air 
and then a knowing look came into her eyes, but he saw no fear. His arms 
relaxed. Something about her skin.So warm. His own flesh, every nerve, burned 
where he touched her. He felt her scratching at the front of his shirt and with 
a jerk it was open and her hands were on his bare chest. Long-nailed fingers 
clawed at him until the heat blazed through his body like a chemical reaction. 
His hands fell from her throat to the collar of her blouse and button by button 
he peeled her. He grasped her hips, lifted her up, and as he felt her thighs lock 
around his waist, he took one hard nipple between his lips and licked its 
rough fiery surface with the tip of his tongue. Her fists were in his hair, tensing 
and releasing. When he drew away from her breast, her face came down, and 
her tongue slipped into his mouth to probe urgently. He found the snap at the 
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top of her slacks, unfastened it and pulled on either side until the zipper 
separated with a soft mechanical rip. Immediately, she clutched his shoulders, 
released the leg hold on his waist and slid down to stand in front of him. 

“You must wait for me, one second, I promise.” And she was gone. 

He could feel his heart beating between his legs. He let his shirt slip off his 
back and bent to untie his shoes. He kicked them away, and she came back 
into the room. 

She was naked. 

His gaze consumed her body, finally rested on the black triangle beneath 
the flat pouch of her belly. She walked over and held something up.A rubber. 

“Where I come from, this is a matter of life and death.” 

She opened his pants and worked the stiff part out, then stroked the cool 
surface of the prophylactic onto his penis and fingered his testicles. 

“I need you,’ she said. 

He picked her up by the hips again and swung her around, meaning to sit 
her on the altar table. 

She put a hand on his cheek. 

“No, baby, the candles. You want to burn us up?” 

“I’m already burning up.” 

But he lowered her to the floor, got down beside her and pushed his pants 
off. 

She lay back, one knee in the air and rocking side to side. He caressed the 
fold of skin between her legs and found its wet seam. The heat of her juice 
wasn’t natural, it’s touch more like pain than pleasure, but he had to immerse 
himself in it. In a moment he was poised over her. She craned her head up, 
took his lower lip between her teeth, pulled him down.The head of his penis 
touched her pubic hair and he heard the sirens. 

He realized he’d been aware of them for a few seconds, in some deadened 
corner of his mind. They were getting louder, nearer, coming for Butch. In the 
same corner of his mind, he could now see the jagged shard of glass and the 
white mug of blood. 

My God. Butch was dead. 

Her teeth let go of his lip, and he could feel her reaching down with one 
hand to guide him in. 

She cupped his flaccid member. 

“Oh no, damn you, no.” 

“I’m sorry.’ He rolled off her.“I can’t do this.” 

“What's wrong with you? I need you.” 

“I’m sorry,’ he said and stood. 

Although the sirens had stopped, he could hear the motors of the emergency 
vehicles and the sounds of hurried activity in the street below. Doors slammed 
and radios crackled with the nasal, electronic tones of official voices. Were 
they taking Butch out? Should he follow them to the hospital? Go down and 
talk to the police? 

She'd read his mind. 

“There’s nothing you can do for him, on your own.” She sat up, got to her 
knees at his feet.“Everything you feel, you must give to me, you must give it all 
to me.” 

He felt her hand adjusting the prophylactic, then the licking of her tongue. 
Desire - unbidden, automatic - surged back into him. Her lips pushed and 
tugged, coaxing, demanding.The heat of her mouth drew at his essence like a 
poultice at a wound. He put his hands in her hair. She gripped the stalk of his 
sex fiercely and glided its pounding tip into the little cave of living flame, 
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again and again, until his passion rushed up to the very edge of him and spilled 
over. 

When it was done, she rose, skinned off the rubber, then squeezed his bare 
penis while she bounced to her toes and kissed him. He was still stiff in her 
small hot hand. 

She dropped back to her heels and her other hand came from behind her 
back. She held up the prophylactic again, this time filled with the substance 
he’d given her. 

“Piti piti zwazo fe nich, my love,’ she said.“Little by little the bird makes its 
nest.”And on her face he saw the expression that had frightened him earlier as 
they’d knelt over Butch’s body. It was a look of pure greed. She searched his 
eyes for a moment.“I think you need a drink, man.There’s rum on the table.” 
And she left him. 

Tommy noticed the Rodriguez One-Fifty-One for the first time and was 
vaguely disturbed by it, although he didn’t know why. He opened the bottle, 
raised it to his lips and gulped down two mouthfuls before he knew what he 
was doing. Getting drunk wasn’t a good idea, not now. 

He abandoned the rum and dressed quickly. He could hear her beyond the 
lighted doorway; she was busy back there. He finished tying his laces and 
followed the sounds. 

It was a kitchen and Marie was bent over a wooden table. Her hands worked 
in a large bowl. She became aware of him and looked over her shoulder. 

“Hello, Sax-man,” she said and returned to the mixing. “I really can bring 
him back. Wait and see.” 

He stepped around the table. She’d pulled on a pair of jeans, but wore no 
top.The pear-shaped globes of her brown breasts jiggled over the contents of 
the bowl. It was a red lump about the size of both her fists. 

The lump made a squishing sound as she kneaded it. He noticed other 
objects beside the bowl: small plastic bottles, the white mug - almost empty, a 
plain paper sack of some kind of beige flour, and a crumpled prophylactic. 

“This is sick, Marie. You're sick.” 

“Mwen bien, my love, tout bagay bien. Everything will be all right. Wait 
and see.” She lifted out the red loaf, placed it in a plastic bag, went to the sink 
and washed her hands.“I’m going to finish dressing, then we'll go.” 

“Go where?” 

“The place of Mangé Loa, the Feeding. It’s time.” 

% 
He studies its face in the moonlight. The features are almost familiar, yet 
something unknown lives behind the eyes.When it smiles, the hunger in it 


reaches out to him, turns his heart to ice. 
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They crept down the stairs. 

Tommy heard the beleaguered tones of a middle-aged man coming from 
the front of the bar,“ - told you I didn’t hear what they was arguing about. 
Who eat pussy, who don’t eat pussy, who’s a pimp, who ain’t a pimp. Whatever. 
The next thing I knew, the boy was dead on my floor, and the other - ” before 
closing the back door quietly and stepping into the alley. 

A chill pierced him. His jacket rested on his saxophone case at the foot of 
the stage, but Marie had said they didn’t have time to risk getting involved 
with the police. 

They walked around the building and out to the main drag.Three cop cars 
sat flashing red and blue. She turned right and kept moving. 

About half a block from the club they passed two young men. Tommy 
recognized them as part of the group that had been hanging around the 
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entrance earlier. One of them spat noisily andTommy glanced back. Both their 
heads faced the flashing lights. 

They only got a little farther, however, before a threatening voice called 
out. 

“What you doing with my woman, man?” 

Tommy stopped, but Marie tugged him along. 

“They’re just babies,” she said. 

The instant they turned the next corner, the voice became a yell. 

“That’s my woman, whitey!” 

And he remembered with the sudden violence of thought that he was in 
The Land of Anything Goes. 

They walked another block without incident, came to some city steps and 
started up. Long and steep, the concrete stairway ascended past rows of dark 
houses on the left and a grown over, undeveloped hillside on the right. They 
must have climbed to a half dozen small landings before they reached the 
street above. He scanned left and right, saw no activity, not even a passing car. 

Straight ahead, rising into the faintly illuminated night sky, a group of six- 
story brick apartment buildings faced them. Maybe it was just the time of 
night, but these looked deserted too. 

“Where do we go from here?” he asked. 

“In there.” She pointed toward the housing project.“Someone’s waiting for 
us in there.” 

Someone? 

He followed her into a shadowy lane between the sides of two buildings. 
The smell of rancid grease and urine seeped into his nostrils. Broken glass 
crunched beneath his shoes, and a cold breeze penetrated the torn front of 
his shirt. He could barely see to put one foot in front of the other. She guided 
him along. 

“Not much farther now.” 

They came out of the tunnel-like walkway and into a three-walled courtyard. 
From up close, it was obvious the place was abandoned.All the windows were 
unlit and half of them broken. Chunks of brick had chipped away from the 
walls. Scattered piles of rubble and garbage littered the whole area. 

From out of the centre of the concrete court rose a telephone pole. Many 
lines connected it to the surrounding structures, and a board had been nailed 
crosswise about six feet from the ground. 

He could make out a dim figure standing beside the pole, and as they 
continued forward, its head came up. 

“What's he doing here?” Tommy asked. 

Shorty looked like he was wondering the same thing. His hands were in his 
pockets, and Tommy could see in the indirect light from the sky that he was 
confused and trembling. 

“I told him to be here,’ Marie said,“and he’s like you, my love, he does what 
I tell him to do” 

“What do you mean?” 

Her sensual laughter echoed off the walls. Tommy wanted to run, but he 
couldn’t. 

They walked toward Shorty. Tommy could see now that the cross above 
the frightened man’s head was decorated similar to the one in Marie’s 
apartment, and that there was a large black hole in the concrete next to his 
feet. 

When she stepped up to the hole and removed the red dough from the 
plastic pouch, Shorty’s face screwed into a knot of fear. He tried to hop out of 
the way, tripped and fell. 
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Marie ignored him, dropped the lump into the pit, then retrieved an object 
from the base of the post and reached up to strike the crossed wood three 
times. Tommy heard the sound of a rattle. 

“Papa Legba, ouvri barrié pou nous passer, she said. 

For long seconds, the night was deadly quiet. She dropped the rattle, leaned 
into the post, touched her lips to it twice and whispered, “Old Man, open the 
gate.I am your servant.” 

And a noise came to Tommy from the hole, a squirting, squashy noise like 
someone stepping on an orange or a grapefruit. 

Marie backed away from the centre-post, her eyes closed. 

“Salue Legba, Salue Samedi,’ she said, and a continuous stream of 
unintelligible syllables issued from her mouth as if she were deep in some 
religious trance. 

Shorty pushed himself to his knees and abruptly jolted headfirst into the 
concrete. Something must have hit him in the back of the neck, only there was 
nothing behind him. His whole body shuddered violently. He rolled over and 
the scared look on his face transformed into one of sly intelligence. He staggered 
to his feet, glanced around as if taking in the courtyard for the first time and 
then focused on Marie. 

“Bokor, mwen la” 

Marie stopped her strange chanting and opened her eyes. 

“Salue Baron Samedi? 

“A ki lé mwen va mangé?” 

“You will eat soon, I promise.” 

Shorty stretched his arms, flexed them, and another spasm passed through 
the length of his body. When it quit, his black mustache twitched, and his 
mouth formed a familiar, sarcastic grin. 

“Pale Englaise pa di lespri pou sa, Bokory he said. 

“I speak English for the sake of the sacrifice. He must understand 
everything.” 

Shorty’s gaze fell on Tommy, then his head turned toward the pit and the 
mucusy sounds. 

“What do you do here, Witch? What is our arrangement?” 

“I make a slave for myself tonight. He will have the body of a strong horse 
and the soul of this one who loves me.I need you to transfer the ti-bon- 
ange when the new body is ready. Everything else is yours.” 

Shorty walked to the edge of the pit and peered down. While the spirit’s 
attention was diverted, Tommy grabbed Marie’s arm. 

“What’s going on? What’s happened to him?” 

“Tm sorry, Sax-man.” She showed him the gun in her hand, Butch’s automatic. 
“I need to take the rest of you.” 

“The rest of me?” 

“T must kill your body so that your soul can live on in another cadavre, the 
one Iam growing for it. It will be almost indestructible. You will serve me well 
in it.” 

He gripped her shoulders. Although he wanted her more than life, for a 
moment he saw everything clearly. 

“You did all this, from the beginning. Made all this happen. Butch and Shorty 

..me.” 

The mouth of the gun caressed his cheek. 

“Yes, I made it all happen” 

“But why? I love you.” 

“I know.And you will be so strong - the wonderful things you will do for 
me. Don’t you want to do wonderful things for me, provide beautiful things 
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for me?” 

Before he could answer, Shorty turned from the hole and approached them. 
The Samedi presence smoldered with anger, while at the same time, in the 
flashing eyes, Tommy saw a trace of fear as well. 

“You are a fool, Witch. There is no room in that cadavre for a human soul. 
Something has taken it already.” 

Different sounds came from the pit: scratching noises, earth shifting and 
crumbling, a deep hissing breath. 

“No. Impossible. I was so careful - ” 

“How do you know what is possible? You are an infant, you little piece of - 

When Shorty’s hand touched her throat, Tommy tore into him like a wild 
animal. He punched furiously and Shorty’s awkward body danced backward 
to fall near the black opening in the concrete.The blows didn’t appear to have 
any lasting effect, though. He sat up and continued as if nothing had happened. 

“You are an infant and the thing that rides your horse of blood is older than 
Samedi, older than Legba, older than Damballabh Himself. It is a tonton 
macoute of the most ancient evil.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“No, Witch, you don’t.” Large fingers appeared and clawed at the edge of 
the pit near Shorty’s elbow. He stared at the thick digits.“You have went to 
much trouble to prepare a meal ...and we are that meal.” 

The fingers became a hand. 

The hand lurched forward to become an arm. 

Slowly the thing in the pit pulled itself out. 

Tommy couldn’t move, was fascinated by its face. He saw Butch in it, and 
someone else, but finally the utter coldness of its eyes ruined the impression. 
They reminded him of no one, of nothing human. 

Those cold eyes searched the night until their stare locked with his, then 
the thing smiled and Tommy felt his heart freeze in his chest. 

“I’m hungry,’ it said. 

At the sound of its grating voice, Shorty tried to scramble away on all fours. 
The thing reached down, grabbed the back of his head and pinned his face to 
the ground. 

“Where you going, sucker?” 

Ina terrible instant, it lifted Shorty up and rammed its open mouth into the 
front of his neck.There were chewing sounds, followed by a loud wet smack. 
When its face came away, Shorty’s neck was gone. His torso hung from his 
head by a knobby white length of vertebrae. He stared at Marie, mouthing 
voiceless words, until the life fell out of him. 

The thing released Shorty’s corpse and came toward them, a bloody smile 
in place. 

Marie pointed the gun, fired eight shots. 

It kept coming.The smile never altered. 

Her arm inched down to hang shaking at her side.The thing stopped a foot 
away. She looked up, her voice barely audible. 

“Esk-ou grangou?” she asked, tears of fear streaming down her cheeks. 

“Yeah, Miss Lady, I’m still hungry. Hungry for you.” 

Tommy tried to force himself between them.The thing swung its arm out 
and swatted him aside. He crashed to the ground on his back, all the air knocked 
from the centre of his lungs. 

Seconds later, gasping for breath, he rolled over. It had her by the arm, 
dragged her small, struggling body toward the pit. 

“Marie!” 
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“Help me, damn you,” she screamed, “get up and help me!” 

He got as far as his hands and knees.The thing had taken her to the foot of 
the cross. It halted, raised a pointed finger at him. 

“You and me’s boys, Tom-Tom, you know that. We'll get together and jam 
one of these days. Just the two of us.” 

And then it jumped into the black hole, and Marie’s body whipped over 
the edge after it. 

She shrieked once, and Tommy felt as if a piece of his soul had been ripped 
away and yanked down there with her. Even so, he pushed himself to his feet 
and ran out of the courtyard, and he kept running until the sky was filled with 
a soft gray light, and the chatter of the birds made him believe that he was in 
the world again. 

For weeks after that he didn’t go out at night. Finally, he had to. It wasn’t so 
much that he needed the money - if it came down to it, he could find a day 
job, something menial, that paid the same. He guessed that he needed the 
music, needed to play the music.And more, he knew that he needed her. She’d 
tried to destroy him, but he couldn’t stop loving her. Maybe if he offered himself 
to The Land Where Anything Goes, the dark streets would return her to him. 
So he drank a few shots, went out and did what he had to do. 

Sometimes he sees it. 

He'll be in an after-hours club at two or three in the morning, on a 
mission to check out the competition, and he'll see it. 

The thing that looks like Butch is usually on stage. It notices him right 
away too, through the dark glasses that conceal its eyes. It nods, shoots him 
a wide smile, then bites the mouthpiece and blows. Somehow, it can play all 
his riffs, even the jazz riffs that are still only in his head, and when Tomm 
hears the first ravenous wail of the saxophone, he always shivers. 4 
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Office Politics 
by Mark McLaughlin 


Your sexmonkey sapphire eyes should be closed 
forever. Die for me, my sweet savage powermonger. 
Get off your private plane, smell the sweet shitty stench 
of this foreign land (US dollars make you a god here) 
and think So when’s the coup supposed to start? 
one micro-wisp of a nanosecond before 

the bullet hits. Then shall I take your buttered hand, 
your golden/freckled/sturdy hand. How many times 
has it reached out for porno mags, paper clips, 
pretty rocks, eager hips? Gently I shall lead you 
(head toward the fluorescent light) into 

the madcap office heaven I’ve created for us. 
Champagne-bubblewrap-winged, I shall flutter 

to the typewriter and tap out a magic memo to 

bind you, lash you to me with correction tape 

while old Tom Jones singles percolate (what’s new, 
pussycat?) over the intercom. Together 

we shall lift the fleshy lid of the fuckmuscled 
copying machine, sink into the hot soft glass, 

and twist - this is real power, true power - 

like feathered tabbies, down into the robotic pleasure 
of finely machined duplication. Be a dear 

and hit the button again. And again. 

And yet again. 


ASCENSION 
SusanA. Manchester 


without knowing it 
she found her way in the dark 
hair loose and brown and damp 


during August, when summer is heavy 
when cicadas are louder than silence she suffered 


more than the corpse she’d just seen, or the corpse she was, 
she was grief, ice in spite of the heat, fog everywhere inside her 


they would have buried her 
had it not been for the sudden breeze 
in her wings 
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The Rainbird 


Lawrence Greenberg 


rained over half lit lake the grey eyed tern 

mist immersed emerged alone in flight from where the skies have come 
gone inside 

waylaid by storm before water covered all land, 


the drowned earth we never walked 


what lives apart from time returning like rain 

our words removed our eons unfold, unfolded back 
as what we always thought 

has flown will fly again 

turned again unknown as it fades 


the tern 
into this mist we do not wish for, we will not see 


into what falls upon the earth 
unmoved 
still 


Illustrations © 1999 by DLSproule 
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They stapled his stomach in half and wired his jaws shut but nothing worked. 
He just got fatter. 

At the end Harry Oppenheimer weighed close to half a ton. This was only 
a good guess, however. He was much more than any scale could handle.Too 
big to leave the house.Too obese to get out of bed. 

I remained with him not because it was my job to do so - I was his secretary, 
not his nurse - but because he was my friend. I ran his errands, ordered take- 
out for him, changed his clothes and bedpan, tended to the weeping red sores 
that erupted on his buttocks and between his thighs and beneath the sagging 
billows of his chest. 

The way he was going, I knew that it wouldn’t - couldn’t - be for long. 

“Another pizza, Harry?” I asked tiredly.“Two weren’t enough?” 

“Mere appetizers, as it were. Francis, let’s have anchovies, peppers, sausage, 
and mushrooms on the next.” 

Three months before he had clipped the wires from his mouth in order to 
free himself to eat without restraint. His stomach was, of course, still stapled, 
but he circumvented this obstacle by nibbling on a continuous stream of small 
portions rather than by having single large meals, and by chewing very 
thoroughly. He had refused any further hospitalization. From morning until 
night, for weeks on end, he never stopped feeding. 

It made me sick.“ You're going to die, Harry,’ I told him while wiping flecks 
of cheese and dribbles of tomato sauce off his many chins. 

“Of course I will. Death comes to all men. Is that so surprising?” 

I didn’t answer. He knew what I meant. Which was, perhaps, why he cried 
while he ate, the tears rolling without let up from his eyes and down his 
cheeks and into the food that he was chewing at ludicrous length with a 
million tiny bites. Or maybe these were tears of joy. I couldn’t tell. ’d never 
truly understood him, not ever, not when I had been his student, not as his 
graduate assistant, not as his secretary, not as his friend. 

Harry washed down the pizza with a full quart of heavy cream and started 
on a basket of apples and a rope of fresh goat’s milk mozzarella. 

He'd always been a big man. 

Big in all ways, not just size. His appetite for life and experience had been 
the wonderful thing about him.The way he devoured novels and poetry. How 
he consumed women in love affair after affair. His passion for good food and 
fine wine and Cuban cigars and Blue Mountain coffee and single malt scotch. 
Standing before a class, his eyes would ignite as he read from Donne or Swift 
or Burns, Milton or Shakespeare or Byron, his beautiful vast baritone carrying 
easily without a microphone from one end of the auditorium to the other. 
Eventually, however, what had been engaging vice became appalling habit. 
Idiosyncrasy became excess. Character, indulgence. From the solid two hundred 
pounds he weighed when I audited “The Romantic Poets” as a sophomore, 
Harry ballooned to four hundred pounds by the time I received my fellowship, 
and to six hundred when I became his personal secretary while completing 
my dissertation. Diets didn’t work. He’d lose twenty pounds eating only 
grapefruit and then gain fifty more gorging on Chinese take out. Or drop thirty 
pounds on appetite suppressants and then rebound with fois gras and escargot 
and Sauce Hollandaise. Fad diet followed fad diet; regimen supplanted regimen; 
health club replaced health club; retreat succeeded retreat; but nothing worked, 
not for long. It was when Harry topped seven hundred pounds that they sewed 
his mouth closed and surgically halved his stomach.This was his last chance 
for a normal life, for any life at all, facts that the doctors made sure he was well 
aware of, but he cut free his jaws with his own hands not two weeks later. 
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“Seriously, Francis,” he explained, gesturing with the wire cutters as with a 
pointer during a lecture,and then drawing the wires slowly through the flesh of 
his cheek and gums, “what meaning is there to life without living?” 

“We're not talking about /iving, Harry,’ I answered. “We're talking about 
dying,’ 

“Should I rage, rage, do you think? Or go gentle into that good night?” 

“Neither. You should stay on your diet.” 

“That’s so like you, Francis. You’re such a small man.” 

“I’m not, Harry. But I am a thinner one.” 

I may have had the last word here, but Harry had the last laugh, so to speak, 
in that he completely ignored my advice and gained two hundred pounds in 
eleven weeks. This was an almost visible process. I’d arrive at his apartment 
each morning to find him measurably bigger than the night before. When I'd 
leave in the evening, after a day of taking down his correspondence and editing 
the monograph he was writing on Blake, he’d be larger still, having spent our 
seven hours together dictating out of one side of his mouth while filling the 
other with sweet and sour pork and shrimp fried rice and crispy fried chicken 
and curly fries and deluxe burritos and buffalo wings and black beans and 
potato chips and salsa and spicy hot pork rinds and double cheeseburgers. 

When he topped eight hundred pounds, Harry lost the ability to care for 
himself. He had become too huge to reach the appropriate areas of his anatomy 
or to sit on the stool without cracking it or even to dress himself properly in 
the monstrous terry cloth robes made to order for him by a neighbourhood 
tailor.At this point his long-term-care insurance kicked in and began providing 
a part-time aide to assist with personal hygiene and the other tasks of everyday 
life that he simply wasn’t capable of performing alone any longer. Between 
the two of us we kept Harry fairly presentable and as comfortable as he could 
be, considering that merely sitting up in bed had become a monumental task, 
that the natural act of breathing, of inhaling and exhaling, now involved 
conscious exertion, his lungs weighed down by acres of fat and flesh. 

I stopped arguing with him. And stood aside as an army of boys parked 
their bikes and scooters and skate boards at the curb and came up to the front 
door in never ending succession to hand over their deliveries. 

Id finally realized that the problem wasn’t that Harry was tired of life. The 
fact was that he just couldn’t get enough of it. 

“So much to eat. So little time,” he sighed around a mouthful of squab paté on 
Melba toast with Dijon mustard, orange marmalade, and capers that Zabar’s had 
sent over, his eyes half closed with pleasure, wet with ecstatic tears. 

Then they jerked open. A projectile of partly chewed terrine exploded 
from his mouth and spattered on the opposite wall. He clutched at his throat 
and tried to breathe but could only wheeze desperately. 

“Francis - “ 

“Tl call a doctor” 

“No. Don't....” 

He was right. What was the point? He was dying and we both knew it and 
there wasn’t anything that anyone could do - not now, not for months, not for 
hundreds of pounds. They’d never fit him into an ambulance. They'd never 
squeeze him through the door of the room.They’d never even get him off the 
bed. His complexion, so red only seconds ago, was now as white as salt, his 
cheeks mottled with deadly clammy spots of gray. His robe fell open as he 
thrashed and flopped and gasped and gaped like some vast pelagic mammal stranded 
above the waterline.The huge soft slabs of flesh that were his chest quivered and 
shook with the labouring of the overwhelmed organs beneath them. I took his 
hand and held it with both of my own. 


The Thinner Man TransVersions 


4l 

“Can’t breathe ... get knife.” 

“What, Harry? What do you want?” 

“Get ... knife.” 

He was scrabbling at his neck, as if to dig the bloated sausages that were 
his fingers right through his dozen chins into his trachea. 

“Please ... Francis ...the knife.” 

I could never deny Harry anything. So I went to the kitchen and returned 
with a stainless steel chef’s knife and placed the black plastic hilt in his hand 
myself. Without hesitation he plunged the blade into his sternum. 

His eyes twisted up into his skull so that only the whites were visible. His 
breath came in frantic shallow spurts as he drew the knife with excruciating 
deliberation from his breastbone down to his groin. The flesh fell away from 
the edge, revealing strata of yellowish fat a foot thick. 

Strangely there was little blood. 

At the bottom of the cut, below the creamy suet, damp tissue gleamed, 
perhaps muscle, perhaps membrane. Harry let the knife slip from his grasp. 
Then he took hold of his belly on either side of the incision and with a soft 
wet tearing sound pulled himself wider apart. I couldn’t look. I couldn’t not 
look. I didn’t know why he still was alive. 

“Help ...me. Francis, 

There was a stirring, throbbing motion deep inside him. He was trying to 
reach it but his arms couldn’t stretch around his own bulk. I peered closer. 
Instead of intestine and stomach and pancreas and liver I discovered a bloody 
film of tissue, taut as a drumhead. Beneath it something was struggling to get 
free. 1 couldn’t make out what it was. I didn’t want to know. 

Harry gasped: “Please.’Then he stopped breathing altogether. 

I really had never been able to deny him any request. So I took the chef’s 
knife and slipped the sharp tip through the membrane wall and slit it open. 

A glistening bloody knee came up and wedged itself in the opening I'd made. 
There was a moist sucking noise and a second knee joined the first. Harry’s legs 
began collapsing in on themselves, deflating slowly like old balloons. 

I plunged my hands and wrists up to the elbows in his abdomen and began 
tearing out fistful after greasy fistful of fat, little by little excavating the live 
body within. With wild furious tugs, it wrenched one arm free, and then the 
other, from the sleeves of lard encasing them.Then it contorted feverishly and 
liberated its shoulders, neck, and head, emerging into the world like an insect 
from a cocoon, or a child from its mother. 

For a moment it simply sat there in the remains of Harry and gulped down 
great mouthfuls of air. Its skin, the angry bruised scarlet of a newborn, began 
turning a healthy pink.Then it faced me. 

“For the love of God, Francis,’ Harry said.“Don’t just stand there. Get me 
some clothes, why don’t you.” 

“Harry?” I gawked. 

“Who else?” He rose to his feet and stood there in the oily dregs of himself, 
a much thinner man. He gave the corpse a contemptuous nudge with one 
foot. “What mortal hand or eye could frame my fearful symmetry,’ he 
paraphrased. Then he laughed, his vast deep voice reminding me of all that I 
loved about him. 

“Oh, and Francis, while you're at it - “ Harry went on - “give the Shanghai 
Palace a call, will you? I’m starved” 
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Julie Czernada’s Beholder’s Eye 
DAW Books, pb, $7.99 Cdn/5.99 US ISBN 0-88677-818-2 


Review by Tanya Huff 
I was once told that are two kinds of people writing science fiction. The first 
tries to recapture the wonder and excitement they felt when they discovered 
the genre. The second explores where they are, physically, socially, and/or 
emotionally, at the time of writing. I’m not certain which kind of writer Julie 
Czernada considers herself but Bebolder’s Eye has certainly recaptured the 
wonder and excitement I felt when I first discovered the genre. 

Czernada uses first person almost exclusively in Beholder’s Eye dropping 
out of it only in infrequent, short, and well delineated interludes. Now, in order 
for this to work, the viewpoint character’s reactions and emotions have got to 
be interesting enough to carry the book. It doesn’t matter how exciting the 
plotting is; if the reader isn’t, at the very least, intrigued by the person doing 
the reporting they’re not going to stick with it. 

Fortunately, in Esen-alit-Quar (My birth-mother had been feeling particularly 
poetic at the time of my arrival.) Czernada has created an alien different enough 
to be fascinating, complex enough to be real,and human enough to empathize 
with. The youngest of an immortal race of shapeshifters, Esen is on her first 
assignment - to learn the parameters, the essence of a new species, the 
Kraosians, so the other five members of her web can assume the shape. 

In a form that looks remarkably like that world’s “dog”, Esen hangs about 
on all fours, consumes the detritus of the Kraosians to learn their biochemistry, 
eavesdrops in the marketplace, and worries about fleas. The assignment is 
boring but going well, when the Commonwealth makes First Contact. 
Kraosians turn out to be violently xenophobic and Esen saves the life of a 
Human scout - although they’re both captured in the fracas. 

The Human, Paul Regman, recognizes Esen’s not what she seems, speaks to 
her in the language of the shape she’s in, and a tenuous friendship begins to 
develop between these two people alone and cut off from their own. 
Unfortunately, the only way they can escape the Kraosian dungeon is if Esen 
breaks the first Rule of her web: never reveal your true nature to another 
being. 

She does. They do. And things just get more complicated from there, not 
only because breaking a rule weakens it and makes it easier to break again but 
because fear of the unknown - and Esen is frighteningly unique - leads to 
suspicion and paranoia. 

Soon Esen is being hunted, believed to be the monster leaving a trail of 
death across the galaxy. 

Esen, in turn, the apparent immortality of her race suddenly in doubt, is 
hunting the monster. 

Although a richly detailed book, Beholder’s Eye is not especially complex. 
Early on, we know the good guys and the bad guys, and we know Esen, at least, 
has to survive. After all, she’s telling the story. What we don’t know is how 
these events will unfold and it’s the crafting of that how that makes Bebolder’s 
Eye such a good book. 

Esen’s shapeshifting gives us the story through a number of different filters 
as her form determines not only her emotional response (“. . .the Ket species 
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having matured into a sensible preference to avoid danger whenever possible. 
I had to start choosing braver forms.”) but her cultural viewpoint (“There was 
comfort in belonging, even to those beneath.”) Esen’s position as youngest 
allows her to take risks that wouldn’t even occur to older, more mature 
members of her web - but youngest is a relative term. Czernada has managed 
a fine blend of reckless, uncertain youth and a potentially immortal being 
already over five hundred years old. 

Having dealt with shapeshifting once myself, I was pleased to see that 
Czernada included conservation of mass and thermodynamics into account 
within the shifting, a battle I lost with my editor at the time. 

The secondary characters pale before the many faces of Esen but three 
stand out. 

I’ve always believed that curiosity to the point of obsession was one of the 
major prods on our evolutionary road and Paul Regman, as a likable and very 
human, Human, supports that view. He’s also stubborn, impulsive, adaptable, 
and rather gratifyingly Canadian in a nonspecific sort of way. 

Acting-Captain Kearn, a not particularly likable paranoid troublemaker, is 
adroitly sketched by Esen’s observations (“. . .I was inclined to dislike anyone 
with close-set eyes and a tendency to dismiss major problems into personal 
affronts.”) In spite of a relatively minor role, you can’t help but feel that he 
considers himself to be the protagonist, thank you very much. 

Finally, Esen’s birth-mother, Ansky who had a habit of. . . indulging her 
risky predilection for romance. I’ve a fondness for a character who not only 
knows but accepts her own sexuality with all the rewards and consequences 
that brings. She’s also a bit of a“dumb blonde” but handled well, as Czernada 
has, those sorts of characters have an appealing combination of sweetness 
and strength. 

Over all, Behbolder’s Eye is refreshingly short of cynicism, emotional 
manipulation, and gratuitous anything. It’s a fun book to read - smart and fast 
with a classic SF sort of feel. If I had to compare Beholder’s Eye to other books 
in the field, I’d say it matches the best of Andre Norton’s SF and since Norton’s 
SF is the reason I’m here today, this, from me, is high praise indeed. 


Guy Gavriel Kay’s Sailing To Sarantium 
Viking Canada, hc, $32.00 Cdn, ISBN 0-670-88093-0 


Review by Dena Bain Taylor 
Guy Gavriel Kay is a very sophisticated writer, with a passion for exploring 
the connections between politics, sex, art, and religion. In his high fantasy 
trilogy, The Fionavar Tapestry, he explored these connections through the 
conventions of Romantic fantasy. In Tigana, A Song for Arbonne, and The 
Lions of Al-Rassan, however, works linked by a common secondary world, 
Kay moved firmly into historical fantasy, depicting civilizations drawn directly 
from the identifiable worlds of medieval Italy, Provence, and Spain. Most recently, 
in Sailing to Sarantium, he has drawn this same secondary world back in time 
to the period of Byzantium’s greatness and the reign of Justinian and Theodora. 
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Kay’s historical fantasies are books that reflect our current sense of 
innocence lost; they count the cost of power and the price of blood. Kay 
maintains the sentence structure, the ambience, the style of Romantic fantasy, 
but he rejects its certainties and patterning to present worlds of political, 
social, and sexual power struggles. Inherent in the historical fantasies is Kay’s 
recognition that the Romantic belief in the essential value of individual human 
identity, the keystone of countless quest fantasies, has been eroded, in the 
latter part of this century, by the pervasive construction of an individual 
subjectivity that no longer expects transcendence. 

In Sailing to Sarantium,Volume One of The Sarantine Mosaic, Kay moves 
east in his secondary world and three hundred years back in time, to write “a 
fantasy upon themes of Byzantium” (author’s preface). He has found in 
Byzantium at its height - both the historical city and the one William Butler 
Yeats imagines in his poem “Sailing to Byzantium” - his vehicle for exploring 
the intricate relationship of art and myth to Empire and religion. 

Kay’s use of the historical Byzantium allows him the same accomplished 
examination of politics and religion that characterized his first set of historical 
fantasies. But what distinguishes Sarantium is what he has drawn from Yeats’s 
vision of Byzantium, the poet’s sense that the mystery of the cosmos and the 
power of imagination infuse the human world and raise it above the mundane 
but deadly realities of history. 

In the larger scheme of the Sarantine diptych, this volume focuses on one 
man’s voyage to Sarantium. Crispin of Rhodias, artisan and mosaicist, leaves a 
life devastated by loss to answer the summons of the Emperor Valerius II, who 
wants a mosaic to cover the great dome of Jad’s Holy Sanctuary in Sarantium. 
The transformative moment in Crispin’s long and difficult journey comes in 
an ancient wood, where he is confronted but spared by the zubir, the great 
beast form of the primal oak god. His arrival in the city plunges him into a 
political maelstrom that he survives only through his quick wits and the power 
and creativity of his artistic imagination. 

The title refers to the fact that “To say of a man that he was sailing to 
Sarantium was to say that his life was on the cusp of change: poised for emergent 
greatness, brilliance, fortune - or else at the very precipice of a final and absolute 
fall as he met something too vast for his capacity”. Crispin’s voyage, thus, is 
not only physical but spiritual, an arrival at the edge of the cliff, poised like the 
Fool of Yeats’s tarot for flight or death. 

There is in fact another character who sails to Sarantium in the novel, the 
young queen Gisel, but Kay’s framing of the meaning of the term in masculine 
terms is quite telling. There is no denying that the framework of historical 
fantasy offers more limitations in presenting the roles of women than the 
worlds of high fantasy. Sharra, only child of the Supreme Lord of Cathal in 
Fionavar, can expect to inherit her father’s throne and is trained for that role. 
But in the European and Middle Eastern history that shapes the historical 
fantasies, it is a rare woman who can wield great political power along the 
lines of an Eleanor of Aquitaine or aTheodora of Byzantium. Gisel, unlike Sharra, 
can expect only assassination or a forced marriage when her father dies. Her 
one hope of retaining her throne is to enlist male assistance in the person of 
the Emperor of Sarantium.1 don’t blame the messenger because he can’t alter 
the messages of history, but I still wish Kay’s female characters could be more 
than clever assistants in the struggles played out by men. 

The novel is grounded in a tension between forces of order and energy, a 
tension that derives from the writings of Yeats’s own ideal poet and artist, 
William Blake. On the one hand are Empire and religion, the forces of order 
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that restrict imagination and freedom. The emperors of Sarantium use military 
might, bureaucracy, laws, and taxation to subjugate whole peoples, trying to 
rule the whole known world. And the Jaddite religious hierarchy, as it did in 
Lions where it was first introduced, uses the divine to rationalize cruelty and 
prejudice, as well as to extend its political power. On the other hand, the 
forces of energy and imagination, always threatening to spin off into chaos, 
are represented by the half-million citizens of the city and beyond them of the 
fragmented Empire. Both forces are essential, not only for their intrinsic values 
but also to keep each other in check.And the bridge between them is shaped 
by art and myth. 

Yeats speaks in his poem of the transformative nature of art, its ability to 
capture what endures beyond the transitory beauties of roses and birds. In 
the novel, at a mundane level,a golden rose captures the beauty and danger of 
the Empress Alixana; mechanical birds capture song for the amusement of 
emperors. But on a higher level, the mosaic Crispin designs captures the light 
of eternity and uses it to elevate the soul. 

There are levels of magic in the novel as well,an element that had, regrettably, 
virtually disappeared from Kay’s writing in Lions. For the citizenry, with their 
factions and colours, their ghosts, demons, and curse-tablets, magic is the way 
an intimate relationship and communication with the otherworld is conducted. 
They see no contradiction with their belief in Jad and his Holy Church, which 
tolerates what it knows it can’t change.Then there is the pagan ars magica of 
the alchemist Zoticus, who transmutes souls and contains them within bodies 
of wood. His is the same magic practised by Yeats (though never with such 
spectacular results) for the last forty-five years of his life. And here there is 
very definitely conflict with the hierarchy of Jad; Zoticus’s arts have become 
another in an ever-expanding list of heresies. 

As a first volume, Sailing to Sarantium establishes the parameters of major 
conflicts, particularly those pertaining to empire and religion. 

Here is Kay at his most historical, reshaping the reign of Justinian and 
Theodora to express his reflections on the development of Western culture. 

For Kay as for Yeats, Byzantium is the place where “imagination and history 
[are] at home together” (author’s preface). What redeems Empire and religion 
is their generous patronage of the arts - not just in finance but in spirit. They 
appreciate and foster beauty, excellence of creative endeavour, and the 
connection to the larger meanings of the cosmos. 

Art, myth, empire, and religion are skilfully brought together in the novel’s 
climactic scene, when Crispin’s drawings for the mosaic are unveiled. The 
Emperor and the Eastern Patriarch respond equally to the overwhelming power 
of the design, which captures both the light of eternity and - through Crispin’s 
inclusion of the figure of the zubir - the dark, disturbing forces of primal myth. 
Thus, as art and myth elevate the soul, empire and religion provide the 
framework for their expression. 

At the end of the novel, with Crispin’s designs accepted and his journey to 
Sarantium completed, the stage is set for the complexities of the second volume. 
If Kay proves true to form, readers can expect politics in all its forms - religious, 
sexual, artistic, and state - to shape deadly intrigues and powerful resolutions 
in the lives of complex and fulfilling characters. & 
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Patricia Anthony’s God’s Fires 
Ace pb, $8.99 Cdn, ISBN 0-441-00537-3 


Walter M. Miller. Jr.’s 


Saint Leibowitz and the Wild Horse Woman 
Bantam Spectra hc, $32.95 Cdn, ISBN 0-553-10704-6 


Rebecca Bradley’s Lady in Gil 
Vista pb, $8.99 Cdn, ISBN 0-575-60190-6 


Reviewed by John Park 

This time, three novels set in worlds resembling periods of our own history. 
We start with something close to the real thing. Patricia Anthony’s God's Fires 
takes place in 1667 in Portugal, when the state was dominated by the 
Inquisition. In the village of Quintas, Father Manoel Pessoa, a Jesuit lawyer 
acting as the local inquisitor, hears confessions of seductions by angels. 
Compassionate, and with no faith of his own, he is inclined to ignore the 
confessions, which his superiors would regard as heresies. But he himself is 
having a secret affair with Berenice, the local herbalist, who is ostracised as a 
witch; and on one of his nighttime visits to her, he sees lights in the sky, and a 
moving star that crashes to earth. 

The object held creatures, one of whom appears to be dead. These are the 
angels he has heard about in confession, and now the villagers are inclined to 
worship them. But are they really angels, or demons? Given Pessoa’s vocation, 
the question is serious. His first thought is to hush the matter up, before he is 
forced to investigate public heresy. 

Unfortunately, others have seen the star fall. Afonso, the retarded juvenile 
who is king, watched it while on manoeuvres with his army, and he arrives to 
investigate, with the authorities of the Inquisition close behind, and Father 
Pessoa finds matters being taken out of his hands. 

The Inquisition is headed by Monsignor Gomes, presented as a bloated 
and disgusting hedonist, but also as a very sharp mind rotting in its own self- 
indulgence. He is probably insane, haunted by fear of change, terrified of the 
rise of democracy. (“Armies of commoners” haunt his nightmares: “The kingdom 
of the devil.A dominion of men with ideas.... God save us from men with 
ideas.”) In his own mind he is able to equate these ideas with heresy and so 
use the powers of the Holy Office to oppose them. 

What follows is a brutally convincing exposition of the machinery of 
intolerance.The Holy Office’s net is cast wide. It catches Berenice, two children 
- one of whom was evidently impregnated by the angels - their parents and 
the surviving aliens. Once Gomes sets them in motion, the workings of the 
inquisition - arrests, questionings, trials, executions-tighten on its victims almost 
independent of the will of individuals. 

The novel is itself a kind of iron maiden, with an ineluctably tightening 
grip that drives spikes through the heart. It grips because its people are real 
and complex, and because they are so varied. Among others: two secular 
lawyers, generally sympathetic to the villagers, but too caught up in their routine 
of work from the inquisition to become deeply concerned; Gomes’s notary 
Bernardo “drunk with the cross,’ who saw beauty in Father Manoel’s face - 
the sort of beauty which could only be bought with sorrow”; and Manoel 
Pessoa himself, troubled by his lack of faith, lost in a hopeless and forbidden 
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love for Berenice, who perhaps loves him too, but is affianced to something 
otherworldly. In their various ways the characters bluster, compromise, betray, 
are often terrified, sometimes heroic. Anthony gives the women involved 
particular emphasis. “I wonder,’ says the mother of the girl the “angels” 
temporarily impregnated, “if Mary herself was forced, and if God hurt her, too. 
But one blessing: at least this time He did not wait thirty years to steal the 
baby.” 

Before the end, even Gomes shows a moment of chilly human sympathy. 
And flawed, faithless Manoel Pessoa at one point imitates Christ among the 
moneychangers. But none of this can alter what will happen to them. And 
what of the real inhumans, the aliens, the science-fiction element? 

Like the aliens in some of Anthony’s earlier work - Cold Allies, Cradle of 
Splendor - they are kept in the background, and on a plot level they seem 
marginal. One of their roles is to serve as a kind of moral Rohrschach rest; in 
particular, the crashed and damaged ship tries to communicate with those 
who enter it, with various results.An ex-soldier “said what he saw there would 
have aged another man twenty years”; Gomez sees horrors, “anarchies of form 
and colour, so that I could not tell what.” And yet, Afonso the innocent sees 
only harmony and friendship. 

The aliens are also a link to various strange and possibly supernatural events 
that occur during the story. 

For all this, they remain unsettlingly ambivalent: if they are benign as they 
seem at the end, why did they cause so much suffering in their efforts to 
impregnate human females? As far as I can see it is a question neither answered 
nor asked. But even if their only role had been as the germ that started this 
stark and unforgettable book in Patricia Anthony’s mind, these aliens would 
have justified their existence. 


Saint Leibowitz and the Wild Horse Woman is is not a true sequel to Miller’s 
classic A Canticle for Leibowitz but an offshoot of its middle section, “Fiat 
Lux.” Miller died before he could finish this novel, and it was completed from 
his notes, and pretty seamlessly, by Terry Bisson, who deserves our gratitude. 
The story takes place more than a millennium after the deluges of fire and ice 
that destroyed the Great Civilisation, and a few decades after the events of 
“Fiat Lux,” when monks of Leibowitz abbey reinvented electric light. 

Now an electric telegraph crosses post-catastrophe America; nomads in 
three independent hordes dominate the parts of the plains not controlled by 
the forces of Texark.The Pope lives in exile near the Western mountains and 
the Leibowitz abbey.And in those mountains (in addition to a certain mysterious 
and long-lived Jew) are colonies of mutants and spooks (offspring of mutants 
who could pass for normal), and a silver mine. Political alliances are weighed 
and rebuilt, leaders deposed and replaced. Offstage, silver is secretly traded 
for advanced firearms. 

Forces are gathered; a church lawyer is elected to the Papacy and leads a 
crusade across the plains to challenge the army of Texark and return the Pope 
to New Rome. 

Not to put too fine a point on it, much of what we have here is an epic. 

It has a large cast, and though they are mostly well individualised, I found 
there were more than I could easily follow. Miller didn’t help by giving all the 
major characters at least two names or titles (depending on their role or the 
language being spoken) and using these interchangeably. 

And, although the main lines of the epic narrative are clear, much of the 
action is told in summary, which also makes it hard to remember who did 
what, under which name. Nevertheless these passages do achieve some 
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grandeur, with events unfolding on a large scale, and a sense of how history 
overshadows individual lives. This wider view of the world of Canticle also 
shows new glimpses of the catastrophe - a depleted atmosphere, hints of 
climate change, a radioactive hotspot used as the setting for a testing by ordeal. 

Threading the broader structure of political and military manoeuvering 
are more personal tales,in the mannner of the original.The main lead is another 
monk, Brother Blacktooth who continually doubts and tries to escape his own 
calling, but is one of the few characters who really has a deep religious 
conviction - though one that is hardly as orthodox as he would like. 

In fact Blacktooth’s illicit love for the alluring spook, Adrea, is one of his 
strongest motivations, one he is never able to deny. For this book is recognisably 
more modern in content than Canticle in that it does have female characters, 
and does acknowledge both sexuality and love, and the fact that sexuality may 
have a religious component. 

The ancient figure of the triple goddess reappears here, as the Wild Horse 
Woman, a deity of the nomad tribes, who has three incarnations. She 
intermittently haunts Blacktooth’s dreams and imaginings and is identified 
with other female characters in the book, including Blacktooth’s love, Adrea. 
The goddess also becomes associated with the Virgin Mary, in part of a frequent 
blurring of canonical christianity with nomadic paganism. 

Even the Church officials are forced to compromise in their embassies to 
the nomads, turning a blind eye to, or even participating in, euthanasia and 
ritual cannibalism. Throughout, Miller views his characters’ religious beliefs 
with a sympathetic but often satiric eye, and makes the most of the clash of 
the different faiths.“The father of the mother of God,’ says a cynical Nomad, “is 
also her son and her lover.” 

The machineries of politics grind on,a crusade fails, alliances crumble and 
are rebuilt, and somewhere in the interstices of the mechanism, individuals 
continually try to find their own peace.The scope of events is impressive at 
times, but I found the depiction of personal struggles more successful. At the 
end, in a quiet and moving epilogue, Blacktooth does find a bleak salvation: 
“the deep loneliness he treasured ...an emptiness as tangible as love.” 

The end is sombre, as was that of Canticle, but elsewhere the tone is often 
amused, satiric, and almost always sympathetic. In fact, what carries over most 
tellingly from Canticle is this characteristic voice - constantly bringing us 
Miller’s sardonic compassion for his creatures as they stumble from darkness 
to darkness in a unending search for light. 


And finally, here, in the shadows of the giants, is a first novel (from a Canadian 
currently living in Calgary), and the first part of a trilogy. 

In the broadest terms, the setting of Lady in Gil is familiar, the quasi- 
medizval world that forms the backdrop to many a fantasy adventure. 

The main plot outline is familiar too: a quest for a magical device that will 
liberate the land of Gil by defeating the invaders now oppressing it. 

Fortunately, neither of these elements seems to have outlived its usefulness. 

The specifics of the plot concern the fact the the government in exile 
every so often trains a hero from the ruling family to sneak back into Gil to 
single-handedly lead the oppressed to victory.They have been doing this for 
decades, despite the fact that it’s been about as successful as anyone might 
have expected, and they’re about to run out of heros. 

Swallow this absurdity and things rapidly get better. Tig, the next hero in 
line, would rather study old books in a library. When put ashore in Gil, he finds 
he is neither strong nor very brave, which decides him to turn guerilla. And 
we're off into a brisk and bright adventure story, fleshed out with Tig’s coming- 
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of-age.The magical elements are appropriately kept in the background until 
the climax. The plot moves smoothly, with some nicely placed twists and 
surprises, a love affair,and a reasonable quota of deceptions and betrayals. The 
prose is fluent; there is some wit and a good sense of place; and though the 
characters are mostly from stock, the good side are likeable, some of the villains 
are interesting, and they all fit their roles.The end is - of course - a victory, but 
it is a sombre and shadowed victory, promising more to come. 

A thoroughly likable first effort. The only real flaw I found was that the 
tone was too light at times and undermined the impact of some of the darker 
scenes.And, oh yes,a sense that the author was more concerned with having 
fun than with pushing the limits of her talents or of the genre. But after all, 
things like that are often what second, third, or tenth novels are for. 


Brown Girl In The Ring by Nalo Hopkinson 
Warner Books, tp, $16.25Cdn/12.99US, ISBN 0-446-67433-8 


Review by Sally Tomasevic 

Hopkinson wastes no time in setting up the premise from which this novel 
evolves. In the first story segment, Rudy, the well dressed man who rules the 
decrepit core of downtown Toronto (“the burn”), undertakes a mission to 
find a human heart donor required to prolong the life of the provincial premier. 
From this short introduction to Rudy’s character, the reader learns that he is 
power hungry, has no qualms about committing murder, and has a mysterious 
power to control others easily, like Melba, his peculiar office cleaner. 

In the same direct manner, we learn much about Ti-Jeanne as she walks 
through “the burn” to barter for medicines for her grandmother. We walk with 
her outside of the “real world” into her visions full of strange beings who 
speak to her, sometimes showing her the death that another character will 
face. She fears for her sanity whenever the visions occur because she 
remembers her own mother on the brink of insanity. She, too, had disturbing 
visions prior to her abandonment of a much younger Ti-Jeanne. 

TiJeanne carries her baby boy with her through much of the novel. She 
loves Baby (he’s unnamed), but this love is tinged with resentment as it reminds 
her of her own, sometimes unpleasant, childhood. Ti-Jeanne and Baby live with 
Mami,Ti-Jeanne’s grandmother.This strong, stubborn and wise woman provides 
for them in her home by caring for the sick in Toronto. She has not always 
been kind to Ti-Jeanne, but she cares for her and for Baby greatly and this is 
underappreciated by the young Ti-Jeanne. 

Baby’s father, Tony, is given no responsibilities within this family structure. 
He is a mischievous and unreliable drug user whom Ti-Jeanne left when she 
realized she was pregnant.TiJeanne’s feelings toward Tony are still quite strong, 
however, and these feelings will lead her to a good deal of unhappiness. 

I don’t want to give away any more of the story than I already have. It 
unfolds very nicely in Hopkinson’s hands.This delightful unfolding of the story 
combined with the depth of the characters entreated me to become fully 
engrossed in the novel. On numerous occasions, I found myself wanting to 
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advise the characters against what they were about to do and then, later 
reprimanding them for going ahead against my advice. (Just like in real life.) 

In terms of genre, the story has science fiction elements with a the setting 
as an alternative Toronto, for one, but it focuses much more on magic and the 
occult.At the outset, it took me several pages to pick up the speech rhythms, 
but that’s partly because I am hopelessly out of my element when it comes to 
Carribean culture.Also outside of my experience is the fascinating subject of 
spirit conjuring and I, for one, hope it is entirely fantasy! It’s easy to see why 
this novel won the Warner Aspect First Novel Award. I highly recommend it to 
anyone who enjoys a great storyline with believable characters who live outside 
the boundaries of everyday life. 


Crawford Kilian’s Writing Science Fiction and Fantasy 
Self-Counsel Press, pb, $15.95 Can, ISBN 1-55180-189-2 
Review by Sally McBride 


Some writers are able to plunge into narrative and swim to the happy shores 
of literary success without the aid of any sort of flotation device. I am not 
among them. My flounderings would have been less prolonged had I read 
Writing Science Fiction and Fantasy, SF Canada member Crawford Kilian’s 
comprehensive and useful how-to. 

Kilian, who currently teaches writing and communications at Capilano 
College, B.C.,is the author of 11 science fiction and fantasy novels, along with 
nonfiction books, textbooks and radio plays. He has distilled his knowledge of 
the craft of writing and the sometimes maddening world of publishing into an 
upbeat yet practical guide of interest to anyone who'd like to hone their craft, 
and of serious value to the dog-paddlers among us. 

Quite a few genre how-tos have been produced over the years, by the likes 
of Ben Bova, Barry Longyear, Orson Scott Card and others; many of these seem 
out of date now, or are of an overwhelmingly American sensibility. Some 
emphasize the garnering of writerly tricks supposed to ensure a sale; what I 
found most refreshing about Kilian’s entry was its assurance that getting there 
is more than half the fun.The act of writing itself, while it may never pay off in 
the form of huge royalty cheques, can be a source of satisfaction, growth and 
real joy. 

The book is divided into three main sections.The first, Knowing Your Genre, 
outlines the many subsets of sf and f, from cyberpunk to space opera, from 
sword and sorcery to slipstream. Using examples both classic and obscure, 
Kilian touches on symbolism, the moral significance of language, the ideology 
of sex,and much more. It’s obvious that his knowledge of the genre is extensive 
and accepting; as well, Kilian encourages exploration outside genre writing. 

The second and longest section gets down to work: The Craft of Writing 
Science Fiction and Fantasy. From basics such as acquiring efficient work habits, 
learning research techniques and developing plot and character, to more 
advanced discussion of narrative voice, symbolism and imagery, the text remains 
readable and informative. Plenty of examples and point form lists contribute 
to its overall user-friendliness. 

Part three, Getting Published, is where the book’s recent publication date 
is to its advantage.The publishing world is undergoing many and rapid changes, 
and it takes a canny and resilient writer indeed to keep swimming through 
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the obstacles.Again, the basics - manuscript preparation, punctuation, grammar 
- are covered, often amusingly. Hints on how to exploit the power of your 
word processor, anticipate what makes a copy editor happy,and avoid common 
mistakes are presented economically. Chapters 15, 16 and 17 are worth the 
price of the book themselves, offering query letter guidelines,an example of a 
novel synopsis, how to target the publishers and agents right for your work, 
and how to make your way through the daunting language of a contract. I 
would have appreciated more discussion of electronic rights, but this is 
probably impossible via the medium of print; things are simply developing 
too fast. 

I found this book comprehensive, lively and sympathetic, and recommend 


it highly. 


Sojourn on Barsoom 
by Mike Allen 


Conquering Barsoom by millimetre increments, 
a Lilliputian jaunt through mini-Monument Valley, 
Mount Everest played by Barnacle Bill. 
Millions of eyes wired in to watch 
your cleated crawl; no Asimovian robot you, 
forged in man’s self-centred image - 
you represent our mother’s true majority; 
low slung scurrying six-limbed scavenger, 
probiscis tasting the soil for remnants 
of John Carter’s microscopic kingdom. 

All Golden Age pomp and circumstance 
melded, fused into this humble carapace 
sifting mindlessly for ghosts in dust. 
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py Men Goodman 


Ken Goodman, from Cleveland, Ohio, procured his own government arts 
grant - a government job. He writes science fiction with a Zen/Kabbalic 
slant, inspired by Jack Kerouac (wordflow), Emily Dickinson (rhythm) and 
other quantum sources. He’s recently completed an ecstatic novel, 6-D Now, 
and is working on a second book. 
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Craphead John 

“Oh yeah,” Dr. Frank Einstein talked to himself.“So nice to finally get to sleep 
early.” It'd been another hectic day of another difficult week, but now it was 
Friday - and a three-day weekend! Thanks, Jews, for the Sabbath; and thank 
you, founding fathers, for the fourth of July. He’d purposely made no plans, 
no weekend getaway, no family backyard barbecue, just precious peaceful 
privacy. 

Frank had his king-size bed all to himself. Lately, that’s the way he liked it. 
Freshly showered, he crawled in nice ‘n naked, celebrating the fact that this 
was his private brain - he was free to fantasize anything he wanted and nobody 
could stop him. He could imagine anything he wanted, no matter how self- 
indulgent. No limit to the beauty he could conjure, colourful as he cared, exotic, 
Efouc...... 

The bedside phone rang. 

“Shoulda muted the damn thing!” he grumbled.Then he checked the digital 
clock - 11:11 - four red sticks glowing in the dark. Grinning, he picked up. No 
need to say hello. 

“11:11,” he said.“Must be you.” 

“Hiya, purred the bedroomy voice of Dr. Patricia Osterman. 

Two months and three days ago, when they were still lovers, 11:11 was 
their special time, their magic minute. 

“Oop, said Frank.“My clock just flipped. It’s 11:12.” 

“Not mine ... it’s still 11:11 ... still four red sticks ...mmm, oops.” She 
sighed, resigned to passing time.“Now’s when we used to make love.” 

Frank paused, pondering.“What was it that broke us up again?” 

“You said you didn’t want to go through life taking orders from me.” 

“T said that, boss?” 

“You should’ve ordered me back! I would’ve followed.” 

“Ohbh, the things I would’ve ordered you to do. My my my.” 

She purred.“You knew all the little tricks to get me going.” 

“And how you could go. So why’d you call me, Patricia? Is this an obscene 
phone call, I hope?” 

“No, sweety.A professional call.A referral.” 

“I thought you didn’t like my therapeutic approach.” 

“It’s not that I don’t /éke it, Frank, it’s that your quantum approach is too, 
well...“ 

“Nutty?” 

“You said it, not me. I’d say too non-traditional, even for a psycho 
psychotherapist like me.” 

“Hey, it’s not my fault the human brain contracts the universal field to 
relative-local perception and blocks itself from eternal bliss.” 

“Yes, Frank, that sort of thing. When you talk like that, I don’t get it.” 

“But I get your referral.” 

“Let’s not get defensive, It’s such a waste of relative-local perception. Frank, 
I need you to take a client off my hands, Dawn Gold, a 27 year old widow. I’m 
so frustrated. I can’t seem to move her at all. She’s obsessive-compulsive- 
disordered to the max. I’ve been working with her, but she’s not responding 
to medication or behaviour modification. She’s intelligent, a librarian, but brain- 
caged by OCD. I thought maybe your ‘nutty’ methods might shake her up a 
bit.” 

“Hmm. Is she anything like that other OCD you had?” 

“Which other?” 

“You know, Craphead John.” 


TransVeRsions Ken Goodman 


74 

She belly-laughed.“Oh, no! Don’t get me started on him? 

“Oh come on, tell!” he begged like an eager child. “What was the poor 
guy’s obsession?” Something . .. scatological?” he prompted. 

“Oh, all right!” she relented.“For four years John was fixated by the quite 
logical assumption that there has to have existed, at some point in time, THE 
largest piece of poop ever excreted by a human. It bad to have existed, even 
if no one realized it at the time” 

“I love this! He’s a whole different feces I mean species!” 

“He was obsessed by the fact that, at some time, that colossal crap had 
to’ve existed. The image of the nasty thing kept appearing in his mind, no 
matter what he was doing or thinking, pushing everything else out - pressing 
on him. It got to the point where he could actually smell it. It physically 
nauseated him.” 

“Why do I find this so funny?” 

“Because you never developed out of your adolescent. . . .” She halted, not 
wanting to antagonize him. 

“So? Did you ever flush that crap out of John?” 

“Well, it took a lot of intestinal fortitude, but we finally wiped it out.” 

“HEH! Good ol’ Craphead John,’ he said wistfully, So, what about this Dawn 
Gold?” 

“Oh, Frank, I tell you, it’s heartbreaking. Her OCD is grinding her down, 
eating her up....” 


Little Lightning 

Dawn Gold lay in bed - wide awake - nipping her lower lip with her teeth, 
consumed with panic. Had she forgotten to lock her apartment door? How 
horrible if some marauder invaded while she was helpless, naked and alone in 
bed. No one had broken in before, but bad she locked the door? 

She threw off the covers and walked the well-worn carpet path - nude - 

through her living room to the front door. Grasping the dead bolt, she tried to 
turn it counterclockwise. It was already locked. But just to make sure, she 
pumped the immovable latch left, left, left. She felt momentary relief, but was 
ashamed of herself for checking an already-locked lock. Idiot! Stupid! Dumb 
jerk! Thoughts struck like little lightning bolts. 

On the way back to bed, she paused by the kitchen.There, on the counter, 
spotlit by a streetlamp, was a silvery serrated steak knife. Into her breast she 
could bury the blade, stab it deep. Gripping the handle with her mental fist, 
she imagined stabbing her breast - red milk spilling out. Of course Dawn 
would never actually do such a Stupid! Moronic! Idiotic! thing. Thoughts struck 
like little lightning bolts. 

Back in bed, wide awake, Dawn lay there with a churning sense of dread 
that her front door was not only unlocked, but ajar - inviting anyone and 
everyone to tromp in with germ-infested shoes and brutality on the mind. But 
wait. Hadn’t she just locked the door? Maybe not ... her brain alarmed a 
twisted sense-memory that she’d turned the bolt right, right, right - actually 
opening the door like an idiotic moron! She could almost feel the subtle 
breeze of some uninvited pervert creeping in. She sighed sadly, accepting the 
inevitable. No doubt about it. She’d Have to check the lock again or never get 
to sleep. 

Dawn threw off the covers and trudged, again, the familiar path to the 
door. Grasping the locked lock, she pumped it left, left, left, feeling brief relief, 
till the little lightning struck. It’s already locked, you complete, utter, stupid 
idiot! 
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Pausing by the kitchen, she stared at the ant trap on the floor, imagined 
tearing the plastic open and licking all the poison inside. Of course she’d 
never actually do such a dumb jerk idiot stupid ass! thing. 

Back in bed, wide awake, the panicky feeling that the door has open struck 
again, defying logic, tearing tenaciously at her mind. Dawn knew, no way she’d 
ever get to sleep unless she checked that lock one more time. Perhaps if she 
pounded her numbskuil on the sharp wooden corner of the bedside table, 
pounded her head till the bone broke and blood spurted - maybe that’d make 
the panic (and everything else) go away! 

Dawn threw off the covers, got out of bed, marched to the door and reached 
- with raw, painful fingers - she pumped the locked lock left, left, left. The 
little lightning knew its cue. Stupid dumbass fathead jerk! IT’S ALREADY 
LOCKED! Left, left, left, she pumped the latch again, just to make sure. You are 
the biggest imbecile on Earth! In all this world there’s no bigger, total, 
complete jerk than you - the stupidest idiot on the planet! Fool! 

Dawn lay in bed, wide awake, worried. Had she pushed the latch too hard 
this time? Had she heard loose screws jiggle? What if the whole lock fell out 
into the hall? Anyone could see the big hole in her door and waltz right in! 
And she lying there, naked and alone. No way she’d ever get to sleep unless 
she checked that lock one more time. 

Dawn threw off the covers. 


The Mask Looked Back 
Dawn eyed the shiny letter opener on Dr. Frank Einstein’s desk. How many 
punctures could she make in his neck, she wondered, seeing herself stabbing 
blood-spurting holes. Of course she’d never actually do such a Stupid! Idiot! 
Brainless! thing.The very thought of it stung. “I just wonder!” she blurted. 
“Yes?” Frank responded, sitting behind his desk. He liked the took of Dawn’s 
pale blue eyes and rusty-blonde hair. Such a slender, elegant neck. And nice 
perky breasts. Frank was attracted to the heartache in her, the pain that set her 
apart from well-adjusted, boring people. He wondered, was it purely Dawn’s 
OCD that caused Patricia to refer her? Or did the obvious fact that Dawn was 
a “babe” have something to do with it? It'd be just like Patricia to dangle 
something so provocative yet inaccessible before him. She knew perfectly 
well how horny he got, how forbidden it was for a therapist to “date” a client. 


Dawn said,“I just wonder why a brain would keep hurting itse//7 If it knows 
it’s hurting itself, why wouldn’t it just stop? It’s like there’s no escape!” Nipping 
her lower lip, she fought an alarming urge to rush out of the office and drive 
straight home. Had she forgotten to lock her apartment door? 

“OCD is not voluntary, Dawn,” Frank explained. “It’s usually a chemical 
imbalance. ...” 

“Tried that!” She sulked, wringing her black & blue latch-locking fingers. 

“Yes, Dawn, I’m aware of that. Dr. Osterman informed me that medication 
has not been effective, nor has behaviour modification.” 

“I hate my brain!” 

Frank grinned. “You know, Dawn, hating one’s brain might not be such a 
bad thing.” 

“Oh?” The odd reply piqued her interest. She looked longingly at Frank’s 
curly dark hair, brownie-dark eyes, full lips... . 

Frank sensed opportunity in her interest.“You know, some of my colleagues 
find my views unorthodox, even outrageous. The fact, for example, that you 
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hate your brain. They would try to undo that. Not me.I say that hate could be 
the key to your cure.” 

“Oh?” Dawn noticed him noticing her nipped lip. She licked it, imagining 
how it’d feel to softly lick, kiss and suck his nipple - then bite it off and chew 
it like bubble gum. 

“Most OCDers are locked in their obsessions,” Frank explained, “like a robot 
whose electronic brain has malfunctioned and can’t control itself.A robot has 
no identity apart from its hardware and programming. But you’re no robot, 
Dawn. You can make positive use of your negative feelings about your brain, 
as a distancing technique. Don’t waste that hate, let it work for you. Hate can 
detach you from your OCD, so you can observe it from a removed, even 
transcended perspective.That’s a huge curative step. From there, you can learn 
to identify more with your observer-energy than your OCD, thus healing 
yourself, perhaps faster than you thought possible.” 

Dawn squirmed in her seat.“I sort of see what you mean, but to really do 
such a thing, I don’t know... .” 

“Don’t worry about ‘doing; Dawn.The hate energy is already there for you. 
Use it. Let it distance you from the brain-spectrum you carry around on top of 
your neck - that’s the pitfall where obsessions and compulsions take hold. 
But you needn’t be so fixated on your senseshell-You can identify with observer 
energy, your aware-essence. Guess what? Observer-energy is absolutely OCD- 
free. I guarantee it.” 

Dawn liked the sound of that. 

“Your senseshell,” Frank said, “needn’t weigh you down, needn’t attract 
you so totally. The light that casts the brain-shadow is absolutely free. That’s 
aware-essence. It’s not stuck to the brain-prism prison. You can identify with 
it. Let it attract you, not the senseshell. At first you may have to diligently 
meditate on the meditator, as I like to say, but once you realize it’s ever- 
available, it becomes effortless, a peaceful space you always have, infinitely 
close. If you hate your brain, Dawn, good! Detach! You have a head-start in 
your head.” He grinned. 

Dawn nipped her lip. No way, she thought, could she ever be happy in her 
torture-chamber brain. Anyway, her apartment door was unlocked, probably 
hanging wide open this very instant. She focused on the sharp corner of Frank’s 
cherry-wood desk, imagined the squishy sound his eyeball would make 
slamming down on the corner.. 


“Dawn?” 
She stood abruptly, fighting dizziness. “I.... I’ve got to go, Doctor. I just 
realized I left my front door open and.... ” She stopped and stared in 


wonderment. There, hanging on the wall, was a gallery of masks Frank had 
collected on his travels. One mask, from Italy, was glitzy-gold & purple as 
midnight Mardi gras.Another, from Indonesia, was smoothly dark and solemn, 
with starry-slit eyes.A mask from Polynesia was a wild design of multicoloured 
beads, feathers and shells on carved coconut shell. There were other masks, 
but only one caught Dawn’s eye. It was a black, roundish mask, twice as large 
as a human face. Male? Female? Hard to tell. It had a noble nose, rosy-red 
sensuous lips, exquisite eyebrows, large, dark, elliptical eyes ... Dawn felt 
immediately drawn to it. Slowly, she approached till the mask dominated her 
visual space.The sight of it soothed her sore mind so much, she couldn’t look 
away. 

“Like it?” said Frank.“The one with the red lips? It’s from Addis Ababa.” 

Dawn more than liked it.Such a simple yet compelling face of commanding 
tenderness. There was a kind-easy look in its mesmerizing eyes, a fullness of 
spirit which comforted like a lone window in a prison cell.The image seemed 
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to blend inside her mind, soothing most actively when her brain was most 
still, as though it spoke loudest in still silence shining deep within.... 

“Dawn?” Frank tapped her shoulder. “Are you okay?” 

“Yes, Doctor.” Dawn’s voice was noticeably different, much more relaxed. 
“The mask,” she said, “looked back.” 

Frank glanced curiously at the mask. It was OK as office decor, but no big 
deal. 

“I just realized,” she said, not taking her eyes from the mask. “For these last 
few moments, I didn’t worry that I’d left my apartment door open. I didn’t 
berate myself. I didn’t have a single violent thought. Oh, what a relief!” 

Frank sensed her calm like a storm cloud had lifted.“What is it about this 
mask that attracts you?” 

“I don’t know.... ” 

The timer on the desk went DING. 

“I’m afraid our time’s up, Dawn. Shall we make an appointment to meet 
again?” 

“Yes! 

“Great.” He flipped his appointment book open. “Shall we say, same time 
next week? Dawn?” 

“Uh huh,’ she replied, eyes riveted on the mask. 


Call Waiting 


Saturday night. Patricia Osterman was exercising her butt off, or trying to. It 
wasn’t wise, she’d heard, to do aerobics before bed, but when else could she 
find the time? Sweat oozed from pores all over her body. Sweet. That’s what 
she wanted. It felt great to be toned top to toe. 

When her phone rang, she ignored it.The machine would take a message. 
Then she noticed the digital dial - 11:11 - four red sticks. She picked up the 
phone. No need to say hello. “Isn’t it amazing,” she spoke into the tiny holes, 
“how our clocks are on the same minute?” 

“I'd say that’s mildly amazing,’ said Frank, pacing naked in his darkened 
bedroom.“How come you're breathing hard? Is some guy there with you?” 

“I told you, I need a man who can keep up with me.” 

“Let’s not forget, I kept up fine, most of the time.” 

“Hey, Einstein, feeling like you can’t fart in bed is a lame-ass excuse not to 
get married!” 

“Yeah, yeah. Look, Patricia.About Dawn Gold.... ” 

“You saw her? She kept her appointment? I’m impressed. How'd it go?” 

“Perfect. I can really use her. I want to thank you for the referral” 

“Use her? You’re supposed to help her, Frank. Remember?” 

“I’m going to help her; but she’s got a talent for grasping the Great Problem 
as I see it - the transition between universal field and relative-local perception. 
I think Dawn’s OCD has battered, bashed and nearly removed the ego-barrier in 
her mind. With a little coaxing, I'll be able to.... ” 

“She’s no guinea pig, you pig!” 

“Patricia, | am helping her! She told me, during our session, that for the 
first time in a long time she didn’t obsess that her door was unlocked, had no 
violent fantasies.” He thought it best not to mention the mask. He wasn’t sure 
why it was working. 

“Really? Remarkable. Hard to believe, in fact.Are you projecting your wish- 
fulfillment fantasies onto her, Frank?” 

“T think you think I am. Dawn’s cure and my research goal are one! This is 
a rare opportunity to observe.... ” 
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“How can you make such broad conclusions after seeing her only once?” 

“You want it in jargon? Dawn’s OCD has served as an annihilation operator 
of her relative ego filter, leaving behind an exposed transference point between 
universality and relative-local perception. Don’t you see? Dawn’s OCD made a 
bright-clear pearl in her mental shell.” 

“What pearl?” 

“Observer-energy! The aware-essence! 6-D now! The missing link to infinite 
self we all share, but never notice! It only appears missing because it lacks 3- 
D picturability; but through Dawn, I'll quantify the unquantifiable.... ” 

“T think you just want to screw her.” 

“Very funny!” 

“Frank, show some compassion! Consider this poor woman’s suffering, 
not what you can get out of her. Did she tell you that, before becoming a 
widow, she had no sex for nine years?” 

“Horrors!” he smirked. 

“Her husband was nice, but no sex for nine years! She never knew he was 
secretly gay till she read the suicide note. She completely repressed her.... ” 

“Oh, don’t bog me down with these typical temporal concerns! Dawn 
Gold can show us something that is ordinarily irreducible to human 
observation, something that’s been blocking human evolution for too long! I 
say thank you, OCD, for burning the barrier in her brain. Thanks, but you can 
stop now.” 

“That’s the first thing you've said that I like!” 

“Yes yes, fine. It’s time to douse her OCD fire. I understand that.” 

“Don’t forget it, Frank. Seriously. Put the fire out. Don’t you dare let her 
suffer for your personal research.” 

“I quite agree.” 

“Um hm,’ she said cynically.“And if you spot an eternal ... porthole in her 
head? Then what?” 

“Then.... ” Clickity-click.“Hold on, call waiting.” Frank tapped the button. 
“Yes? Hello?” 

“Dr. Einstein?” quavered a meek, sobby voice.“I’m so sorry to call you like 
this, at home. I know you're not supposed to... .” 

“Dawn?” 

“Yes, Doctor. I’m so, so sorry to bother you so late. I know I shouldn't, but. 

“No, wait, Dawn. It’s okay. I’m glad you called.” 

“I’ve been locking my locked lock all night! Obsessing endlessly! It’s worse 
than ever! I can’t stop! I pushed that steel latch so hard my fingers are bleeding. 
I... I’m not sure if I cut myself with a steak knife or imagined I did. I’ve just got 
to see that mask! That mask in your office! I was wondering, is there some way 
- I'll pay - any way in the world you could call a security guard or somebody 
to let me in your office? You don’t have to go! Don’t worry, I won’t touch 
anything! I’ve just got to see that mask! I know it’s wrong to ask like this, but 
this OCD is terrible, unbearable!” 

“Dawn, can you get to my office by yourself?” 

“Now?” she dared hope. 

GXCSes 

“Oh Doctor, yes! Yes! Thank you! Thank you!” 

“All right, P’'ll meet you there in half an hour. Can you do that? I mean, can 
you drive okay?” 

“Oh yes, thank god, thank you! I never would’ve called if my fingers weren’t 
bleeding. You should see my phone.... ” 
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“Okay, Dawn. Try to calm down.Think about driving safely. Come on over 
to my building. I'll meet you at the entrance.” 
“Oh, Doctor! Thank you!” 
“And Dawn?” 
~xes¢e= 
“Don’t forget to lock your door. Ha ha! Sorry, but sometimes humour helps. 
Dawn? Dawn?” 
% 
Patricia Osterman stared incredulously at her phone, listening to the dial tone. 
“That son of a bitch, he hung up on me!” 


The Universe and You 
“Hey Henry,’ Frank greeted the night watchman. 

Almost trying not to look bored, the pot-bellied security guard shifted his 
zombie eyes from the TV flickering on his desk. He and Frank were the only 
living humans in the 17-story building. 

“Burnin’ the midnight oil, Dr. Einstein?” Henry’s smile was positively 
horizontal. 

“I’m meeting someone.” 

“Business or pleasure, if I may so inquire? Time bein’ late as it is.... ” 

Frank peered out the big front window - into dense darkness.“A client.” 

“Too bad you can’t dress casual in the daytime too, huh Doc?” 

In his haste to rescue Dawn, Frank had slipped on leather loafers (no socks) 
cut-off khakis (no underwear) and a purpleT-shirt. Peeking at his wrist, he realized 
he’d forgotten his watch. He peeked again - force of habit. 

“Suey side?” 

“Beg your pardon?’ 

“Your client. Seein’ as it’s after midnight Saturday night, I figure it must be 
some kinda emergency; so I figure suey side.” 

A reasonable assumption, Frank thought.“No no, it’s an OCD.” 

Henry visualized the letters.“Orgasm Can’t Do?” 

Frank let out a locker-room guffaw.“Good one, Hen” 

“T oughta know,’ the guard said grimly.“The only thing I can git off these 
days is Ol’ Telulah here.” He patted the cold-blue barrel of his pistol.“Looky 
there,” he pointed toward the big window.Two headlight beams streaked across 
the empty parking lot. “Must be your client now, either that or the bakery 
truck. I could use a few jellyrolls right now.” 

Braking abruptly, Dawn parked crookedly across yellow lines, slammed her 
keys in her purse and rushed from the car. She’d driven over a pothole on the 
way, knew it was a pothole, but couldn’t stop an alarming, sickening sense 
that she’d run someone over, right over the head, crushing the skull like a 
melon. Stooping, she checked under the car for body parts. 

“What is she doin’,” wondered Henry, “checkin’ the lube job?” 

“Nope.That’s OCD behaviour.” Frank trotted to the entrance, held open the 
door and called,“Dawn? Over here.” 

“Ooo weee,’ Henry noticed Dawn trotting toward the door.“She is easy on 
the eyeballs! A little worse for wear, maybe, but yammy yum-yum just the 
same! Doc-tuh!” 

Dawn’s messy hair and sleep-deprived face didn’t diminish the tightfitting 
cling of her white cut-offs and pink halter top, accentuating her long, shapely 
legs, smooth, sensuous belly and nodular nipples. 

“Dressed for suck-cess!” said Henry. “I approo-oove.” 

Standing shock-faced outside the big window, Dawn held up bruised, 
bleeding fingers and grimaced like a sad-faced clown. 
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“Oh my god,’ Frank said. “Come in, come on. I’ve got a first-aid kit in my 
orifice. ..I mean office. Jesus!” He slapped his forehead. 

Stifling a snicker, Henry said not-a-thing as they passed by his desk. 

The moment Frank pressed the elevator button it dinged and the doors 
split. In they went. 

“Thank you! Thank you so much!” Dawn grasped his hand tightly between 
hers. Her lock-locking grip was extraordinarily strong. Frank felt her warm 
blood trickling on his hand, but fought the urge to pull away. It might make 
her feel rejected. 

Floor 7,droned the mechanical voice. Staring straight ahead, Frank focused 
his left eye on the left door - right eye on the right door.The doors split. 

Dawn trotted ahead. “I’ve got to see that mask!” 

“Well, Dawn,’ Frank said as they walked down the carpeted corridor, “if 
you're transferring your OCD symptoms into the mask, that’s fine as a transition, 
but it’s no cure.” 

She grit her teeth. “Just let me see the mask before my brain explodes!” 

He unbolted the door. She bolted in. He switched on the light - let his eyes 
rest on her adorable derriere as she rushed through the waiting room to his 
office. 

Seconds later, Frank was shocked by how profoundly Dawn’s mood calmed. 
He could sense it in the air. Dawn stood there transfixed - staring at the mask 
with the rosy-red lips. He made like a nurse and cleaned & bandaged her 
wounded fingers. It was like working with a pliable mannequin. He felt he 
could maneuver her into any position he wanted - it felt powerfully arousing. 

Staring at the mask, Dawn grinned like a genuinely happy human. She sighed, 
long and loud. “It’s like a cast is removed from my mind! I feel no urge to lock 
my door, no dread that I ran someone over on the way.... ” 

“Tell me more,” Frank said. 

Dawn kept her eyes on the mask. “I feel weightless, like I have no shape, 
like my mind is light as a cloud.” 

“Let the cloud drift, Frank suggested; “but stay the bright sky that doesn’t 
move.That’s observer-energy, Dawn, your aware-essence.There’s no OCD there.” 

She moaned. 

The urge to caress her exposed midriff flared. Frank told himself he needn’t 
act on such feelings, just observe them. He drank in the spicy smell of her 
skin. “Relax,” he cautioned himself. 

“I am relaxed,’ said Dawn.“Mmm! I feel so good, like the mask is my face, 
like there’s no walls or floor, and the mask is floating. The stiller I stay, the 
better it feels.” 

“Dawn, that still part of you that feels so good, that sees the mask through 
your eyes - the aware-essence - can you identify with it? Not the brain you 
hate?” 

“YES!” She whirled to face him. 

He loved the way her breasts rode the whirl - rebounding bouncily. 

“This ...observer-energy, it’s the real me? Not the OCD?” 

“It’s that-which-sees, no matter what you see.And it knows.Through eyes it 
sees, through ears it hears, but it stays still, silent and luminous. People tend 
not to ‘notice the noticer; as I like to say, but aware-essence is the only thing 
the universe and you have in common. Somehow, Dawn, that mask is doing 
you a favour. It’s anchoring your relative-local awareness, allowing your aware- 
essence to transcend. Here, let’s try something.” He stood purposely in front of 
the mask, blocking her view. 

Dawn frowned, glared.“Oh-h-h no! No good! You better move. Don’t eclipse 
its; 
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Frank stood his ground.“Try looking at other masks. Anything?” 

She tried, for about two seconds.“No, Doctor. Her blue eyes bugged, begged. 
“You better move, really. 1 suddenly see myself, very clearly, grabbing your 
letter opener and stabbing your throat, repeatedly.” 

Frank cleared his throat.“Of course you’d never actually do such a thing, 
would you? Heh heh.” He noticed, hungrily, her haitered nipples hardening 
like delectable butterscotch bonbons. 

Dawn tugged a strand of hair, nipped her lip. “Doctor, really, you’d better 
move. Now. The thought of hurting you ... hurts me.” 

Frank stepped aside. 

“Ohh, yes!” She stared, slack-jawed, at the mask. All her tension melted. 

Frank let her gaze, allowed his eyes to linger on her lovely long legs, bare 
belly, breasts... .“Dawn, I’ve got an idea. How’d you like to borrow the mask?” 

That got her attention. “Oh, could I? Would you be so kind? That’s be so 
nice! 

“No big deal, only, I think it might be wise for you to have a change of 
scenery too. Sometimes changing the scenery changes the play. You need to 
dance a new dance step. Tell you what. We could take the mask to, say, my 
place. Tomorrow’s Sunday. . .” He could not believe what he was saying as he 
said it. 

“Yes,” she said trustingly.“Of course, Doctor.” 

Of course you're sexually attracted, Frank lectured himself. It’s a nice 
feeling! Enjoy! But there will be no acting out! Be professional, damn it! 
Don't miss this opportunity! Observe this client's transference from relative- 
local to universal field! Don’t let your dick screw it up! 

“Um, Dawn, can you drive? I mean can you follow me to my house?” 

“If you put that mask in your car, Doctor, P’'ll follow you anywhere.” 

“Let’s go.” 

The night watchman said not-a-thing as Frank and Dawn whisked by his 
desk and left the building. He grinned to himself, patting Ol’Telulah. All right, 
Doc! Woo! Go ‘n git that thang! 


No Harm Looking 
“Now Dawn, Frank sipped from his steaming mug of green tea.“Before I bring 
out the mask. ...” 

“Yes? Yes?” She nipped her lip, trying to ignore violent fantasies in Frank’s 
living room - she saw herself shattering a heavy blue vase over his head, biting 
flesh off his face in big blood-juicy chunks. ... 

“Try to relax. Tomorrow, or today - is Sunday. No rush. Feel free to take a 
shower if you wish.Are you hungry? I’ve got clean clothes you can wear.” 

She peeled a fingernail crescent, dropped it carelessly on the carpet.“I do 
feel like my apartment door is unlocked.” 

“I know,” he smiled sympathetically. “That’s why it’s an obsession.” With 
tremendous self-control, he refrained from asking if she wanted a back massage. 

Dawn pictured Frank’s body - hanging, by one eye socket - from the brass 
coat hook on the closet door.“Doctor,’ she grasped his hand and looked him 
in the eye.“Please, get the mask. You brought it here, didn’t you? Just ... get .. 
. the mask! Then we'll talk, then V'll relax. Okay?” 

The squeeze-power of her lock-locking fingers was astonishingly strong. 

“Okay, he said, wincing. 

Dawn’s deathgrip released. 

Frank went behind the white couch, stooped, then stood - holding the mask. 
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Dawn beamed like a fresh-fixed junky. The mask became her focus, her 
center of everything. Nothing else mattered. 

“Now Dawn,’ Frank spoke slow & easy,as though she was under hypnosis, 
“there are two relative mental states I’d like you to notice. The temporal and 
the immortal.Temporal mind is where the mask appears, where all senses 
show. It’s temporary, it changes. Ultimately, it goes away. But what sees the 
mask, observer-energy, that’s immortal mind, 6-D now, your relative portion of 
the universal field. It’s permanent, it.... ” 

Dawn’s fists clenched and she stomped her foot.“Nol Don’t you see? The 
mask has that, not me!” 

“What, this ol’ piece of wood?” He rapped it with his knuckles.“How can 
you say the observer-energy exists in the mask and not you? Aren’t you the 
observing one?” 

Dawn stared stubbornly at the mask. 

Frank took a moment to admire her protruding nipples. No harm looking, 
he kidded himself. 

“Look, Dawn, who cares if the aware-essence is in you, the mask, me, 
wherever. It’s everywhere the universe is. 

Be still and know. Let it beam the scene we call now. That’s all we ever 
really have-being so - this instant.” 

“Oh, Doctor, she said lovingly. 

Frank hung the mask on the brass coat hook - facing her. “Ill get out of 
your eyesight,” he said, moving behind her - edging up close but not touching, 
smelling her intoxicating skin & hair, his bulging zipper alarmingly near the 
clingy back of her cutoffs ... he hovered in hard delight.“Just being so - this 
moment, Dawn, that’s the ultimate therapy. Catch the now. It’s forever.” 

“Doctor, I keep telling you.The mask has that, not me.” 

“Oh, really?” he spoke behind her head.“You’re saying it’s seeing you? You’re 
not seeing it? 

“It seems that way,’ she murmured. “It really does, like it’s the subject I’m 
the object.” 

“Dawn, you're simply recognizing observer-energy in contrast to your senses. 
If you want to see the aware- essence, don’t look for it in senses - see the seer 
that recognizes the nowness of your mind.” Very gently, he let his lips brush 
the back of her oh-so kissable neck. She shivered slightly. Careful, dammit! he 
scolded himself. 

Dawn began to breathe rapidly. Frank put his hands on her ribcage - felt 
her heart fluttering wildly within.“Dawn, relax.” 

“I am, Doctor. I’m just ... excited by the calm.” 

“The calm?” 

“Behind the mask,” she said.“Like a magic star.” 

“Inside you?” 

“No, not inside me.” 

Where Id like to be! Frank almost dabbed the tip of his tongue along her 
neck and shoulders.... No! Definitely DO NOT do that! That’s how therapists 
lose their licenses! 

Dawn stood there unresisting, almost floating. 

Do not take advantage! Frank ordered himself, purposefully backing away. 
Do not flush your career down the toilet! “Dawn, I'd like to try something 
different.” Bondage? suggested his libido. Shut up! shouted his superego. 

“Yes?” She sounded particularly dreamy and receptive, like she’d do 
absolutely anything he asked. 

“What would you think of looking through the mask, instead of at it?” 
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She gaped at him briefly, then back at the mask.“Oh my goodness! You 
mean, like, wearing it?” 

“Well, not exactly wearing it. It is a bit large for that. But looking through it, 
yes. You, or I, could hold it up in front of your face. Looking through the mask 
might help you internalize the observer-energy you keep giving it credit for. 
Like to try?” 

“Oh, I don’t know!” She stared meekly at the mask, as if seeking advice 
from an oracle. 

“For heaven’s sake, Dawn. It’s just a mask.Trick or treat!” He grinned. 

“Well, I guess, okay.” 

Frank snatched the mask unceremoniously from the hook and handed it to 
her. 

Dawn raised the mask to her face.There was silence. Her body stiffened. 
“Oh,” she said.“I see, I see now.” 

“What do you see?” 

“Your front door.” 

“It’s unlocked, I suppose?” 

“No,” she laughed. 

“Dawn, excuse me for asking, but is your apartment door locked, or unlocked 
now?” 

She smiled behind the mask - he never saw.“I feel the feeling that it’s unlocked, 
but it doesn’t matter.All that stuff in my brain, eh! Who cares? It doesn’t matter’ She 
faced him, holding the mask before her face.“Aren’t you going to open your door, 
Frank?” It was the first time she’d used his first name. 

“My door? Why? What do you think I'll see outside?” 

“It’s your door, open and see.” 

“I'd rather know what you think I’ll see.” 

Still gazing through the mask’s empty, elliptical eyes, she came closer to 
him, “face” to face. 

“Um, Dawn... .” Frank wondered if she realized her warm, bare belly was 
pressing, ever so softly - the pleasure-pulsing bulge of his underwearless khakis. 
Gazing down at her bare breasts in the halter top, Frank didn’t back away.The 
red-lipped mask looked strangely provocative, made her sexier, somehow, like 
a goddess of forbidden seduction. Her breath through the mask’s mouth was 
exhilarating. Did she realize what she was doing? Was she responsible for her 
actions? He didn’t ask. He - nearly jumped out of his skin when the doorbell 
rang. 


Sad News 


Frank peeked through the peephole - silently groaned. What the hell was 
Patricia doing here? Had Dawn known this would happen? He mouthed to 
her silently, Did know she was coming? 

The mask nodded, Dawn’s head stayed still. 

Frank opened the door, feigning outrage. “It’s three in the morning, Patricia!” 
Inwardly his guilt twisted at being “caught” with Dawn, though the bulge in 
his pants was waning fast. 

Patricia recognized Frank’s guilt like an old friend.“Having a pajama party, 
are we, Frank?” She marched right in. 

Frank shut the door. 

Dawn lowered the mask. 

Patricia smiled at her former client.“Hello, Dawn! I was wondering where 
you were. I figured it was you who called Frank earlier, when he hung up on 
me,” 
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In a way, Frank was glad she’d come at this ungodly hour. Who knows how 
far things would’ve gone with Dawn? “We’ve been making considerable 
progress,” he reported sheepishly. 

“Is that so?” Patricia relished her role as Frank’s judge and accuser. 

Dawn raised the mask. 

Patricia squinted disapprovingly.“What sort of crazy game is this?” 

“We're doing therapy with the mask,’ Frank explained.“Dawn’s been transferring 
her OCD symptoms into it.Tell us, Dawn. What do you see now?” 

Her body stiffened.“I see ... sad news,’ she said through the unmoving 
mouth. “Your universal field, Frank. It’s pretty puny.” 

Patricia laughed.Tapping her foot insistently, she held out her hand. “May I 
have the mask, please?” 

“Don’t you dare take it from her!” Frank whisper-shouted. 

“I’m not going to grab it, Frank. I’m simply asking if she’d like to give it to 
me.I want to talk to you, Dawn, without that mask in the way.” 

“What are you looking through?” asked Dawn. 

Frank laughed. 

Patricia sat stiffly on the cushy couch.“You two are in cahoots!” 

Dawn lowered the mask. Her face was pale, expressionless. “I know,’ she 
said, “I must leave this brain. A bright, full moon in a cloudless sky - is still 
trapped - by the shape of the moon” 

“Not trapped,” Frank disagreed.“You don’t have to die to transcend. That’s 
the beauty of aware-essence. It’s already always there. always aware, unchanged 
through changing time. Replace self-awareness with universal-awareness and 
your brain-wave is already the sea. See?” 

Patricia rolled her eyes, trying to bond with Dawn at Frank’s expense.“Do 
you understand what the hell he’s yackin’ about?” 

Dawn said, “I see.The empty sea, so full - shining bright. It’s not deep.The 
pearl contains the oyster. I see now, where I have to go.” 

“Where?” asked Frank. 

“To bed.” Dawn turned and marched upstairs - to Frank’s bedroom. 

“I see she knows the way just fine!” said Patricia, hands on hips. 

“Enough of our usual petty patter!” said Frank. “What are you, oblivious? 
Did you not hear what she was saying? I tell you, that OCD burned her ego 
barrier! She’s on the brink of conscious evolution!” 

“Who’s oblivious?” Patricia eyed him angrily. “Guess what, Frank? It’s not 
good to burn a hole in one’s brain! Nooo! Mental ulcers are no good at all! I 
think she’s depressed, possibly suicidal.I think you’ve failed this client, but are 
too wrapped up in your own shit to notice! Your universal field is like. . 
.Craphead John’s blue-ribbon poop!” 

“Nonsense!” Frank shook his head emphatically. “Don’t confuse ego- 
transcendence with depression, Patricia. I’m sick and tired of the same old 
brain-constricted thinking!” 

“Why, Frank!” She put her hand over her heart.“I’ve never seen you so... 
commanding!” 

“Sorry.” 

“No, I like it! Don’t ruin it by saying ‘I’m sorry.”’ 

Finally Frank noticed - Patricia wore one of her “makeup-sex” skirts - an 
heirloom from their not-so-dead relationship.“You always had great legs,” he 
said. 

“You got that right! How observant of you.” 

“Hardly. It’s obvious.” 

They smiled - a sweet truce of understanding.They’d missed each other. 

“Sleepy?” he said suddenly. 
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“Well” she glanced at her watch.“I guess I could dream a little.” 

“There’s an extra bed in the basement.” 

“And you're sleeping, where?” She looked upstairs, where Dawn had gone. 

They lay in the cool basement bed, aware of everywhere their skins met. 
Lovemaking began without delay, but slowly. They hadn’t slept together in 
two months and four days. Every touch and kiss was sheer deliciousness. Just 
like before, Frank loved to run his hand along her ribs, gently stimulate her 
secret sweet spots, whisper saucy words. She breathed her belly into his, 
intertwining legs as he sighed into her ear and tickled up and down her spine. 


Neither noticed that Dawn Gold stood quietly, watching, in the room, 
wearing nothing but the mask. 

When their love waves at last combined - rolling and plunging together in 
deep-locked passion. . .the room went away. Patricia noticed it first, in the 
throes of mounting rapture, she suddenly saw it made no difference if her 
eyes were open or closed. The air was full of bright-clear consciousness. She 
moaned voluptuously, convinced that love-power had truly touched their souls 
beyond sense limitations, that something had boosted their love. The darkness 
of the basement was totally gone - nothing but luminous awareness filled 
their atoms - the ultimate hug - embracing them close as one whole universe. 

When Frank opened his eyes (fantasizing they were wingless angels soaring 
through the sky, their love-locked bodies an erotic glider) he too saw no 
basement darkness, just vast, edgeless aware-essence, as if eyesight was a fog 
that had lifted, no 3-D depth remained.All was here - surging wave after wave 
of heavenly contentment from some unquenchable all-central source already 
too late to stop.... 

Suddenly Frank and Patricia saw, before their eyes, a roundish black mask 
with noble nose, rosy-red sensuous lips, exquisite eyebrows, large, dark, elliptical 
eyes - witnessing their rapturous spasms which would not finish but kept 
throbbing endlessly.The surging ecstasy became so overwhelming the mask 
could not contain it - and fell away. Dawn Gold cried out in pleasure so exalted 
it was purest suffering, surge-locked in vibrant transference between local 
and universal fields - no escape from the blissful torture not meant for 
containment in individual forms. How she hated her body! 

Use that hate! She remembered Frank’s advice. Let it distance you - be the 
aware-essence! 

“YES!” The instant she realized aware-essence was her self, Dawn’s anchor 
sailed, instantly, effortlessly - she became the face she was before her 
grandparents were born - as did Drs. Osterman and Einstein. 
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Afrernoon Tea With Andrei 


by Renee Bennett 


My friend Andrei came to the village. 
We sat together 

under the birch trees by the well, 
drank herb tea until we were so drunk 
we would do anything. 


Andrei said, “Let us go climbing.” 
I said, “Yes.” 


We rolled this idea between us 

like an apple we were both eating. 

We spoke of the mountain we should climb, 
decided the most challenging ascent 

would be Andrei’s clothes, 

left behind over the years. 

Andrei for forgetful in his youth. 


The mountain was great mounds of shirts, 
escarpments of trousers, 

thick ridges of undershirts that fell 

into slopes of stockings. 


We would lean our desire 

against the tilting ramps of hats and ties 
crumbly cliffs of shoes 

lowest on the mountain. 

We would ascend, 

stone candles in our hands to light the way 
white wicks flaring pale and purple. 


He would reach his hand for me 
over an undergrowth of belts, 
and later I would reach for him 


over hard dunes of pins and clips and keychains. 


Up we would go, 
past all his lost mittens, gloves and scarves, 
travelling along a cataract of vests 


spilling down the mountainside in a slim line that splashed at the bottom among 


boots 
that lay boulderwise 
in the paths of the unwary. 
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Andrei laughed out loud, 


proud of the idea, 

bought for another pot of tea. 
“Fortitude!” he cried, 

and dropped a cufflink, 

for no reason at all. 


How Parents Grow 
by Nancy Bennett 


Shallows in the concrete hold the spirits of 
broken backed parents. 

Robbed of childhood early on, forced to grow, stunted trees 
twisted up inside, looking so old but because they 
never caught the scent of May in the air, because they 
never danced under the stars 
or ran through cold crisp streams because they gave up 
on their childhood dreams they will remain the ones 
who are small while their children grow tall. 


Stunted in thought and in growth, bonsai parents 
line the boardwalks, waiting for someone to fall 
through the cracks and take their place. 


Nancy and Renee (as far as we know) are not related. Although there 
is undeniably a positive correlation between the last name of 
Bennett, and the odds of getting published in our pages. 
Renee Bennett hails from Calgary, Alberta, while Nancy Bennett 


moved from Saskatchewan to her current home in Victoria, B.C.. 
Nancy is the only writer whose work has appeared in every issue of 
TransVersions. Her chapbook Father was a Demon from the Stars is 
available for $3 Can/$2 US from TransVersions, 216 Woodfield Road, 
Toronto, ON M4L 2W7 
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From her bedroom she heard skyhoppers landing out front. Familiar voices 
came from the living room: the Smiths from Canberra,Archbishop Ichiro, and 
some old friends, reality dropouts awakened from the dream tanks for the 
occasion. Geneva sat up in her bed and stroked Salem’s silky black fur. Time 
for the birthday girl to put on her happy face.“Some loving mother I am,” she 
told the purring cat.“I’m just a mean old witch.” 

Within his frame above the fireplace, the animated oil painting rolled his 
eyes. “We both know you love your children very much,” said House with a 
precisely modulated note of exasperation in his voice. 

“Who asked you?” 

“You directed me to counter your negative statements as a prophylactic 
against another bout of depression. You currently score 25 on the Revised 
Beck Depression Inventory and - ” 

“Yeah, yeah.” 

The cat dashed to the window to stare at a sparrow perched on the 
sycamore outside. He thumped his tail against the sash. 

“Might I suggest a synaptic regulator?” said House. 

“No.” 

“As you wish. Anyway, if you give them a chance, I think you will enjoy this 
visit with Lauren and Ben.” 

She had been avoiding the kids since shortly after their arrival that morning. 
“I think it will suck, as they said in my day.” 

House pursed his lips, making the end of ends of his mustache droop. His 
visage belonged to that of Geneva’s great-grandfather Florenz. Geneva gave 
House her ancestor’s face because she always thought Florenz looked like 
he’d make a good butler. 

“Aren’t you the least bit curious to see what the Explorer Swarm found at 
Barnard’s Star?” he said. 

“Are you?” 

“I’m always curious. I was designed that way. Didn’t you find the transverse 
ring system around Proxima Centauri III the least bit intriguing?” 

“No.” 

“If I had the capacity, I would probably find you quite tedious at times.” 

“Watch your mouth or I'll give you that capacity.” 

“And comproiiise my functionality?” 

“Why not? Let you decay with me. See who becomes senile first.” 

She went downstairs. Lauren and Ben were mingling with the crowd. Ben 
had been shy like his father, but now he smoothly chatted up the guests, 
laughing easily, giving men hearty slaps on the back and kissing women on 
the cheek. Their morphologies were perfect, no clue that they had discarded 
their organic bodies years ago to become clouds of technoplasm. 

Her friends numbered fewer and fewer as they died, were archived, or had 
themselves uploaded or genehacked into something that no longer desired 
the company of old-style humans. She was surprised to see Tan and Sergei, 
friends from college who had had themselves genehacked into amphibians 
and now lived in New Lemuria. Yousef, from Cairo, had sent a handsome 
teleoperated clone. Archbishop Ichiro stood near the fireplace, probably 
debating Heidegger again with House, who wore his post-Impressionist face 
above the mantle. 

Geneva wasn’t the oldest person there but she looked the part of the senior 
matriarch. Only Jakob and Elizabeth looked older.They came from the nearby 
Amish settlement and refused even injections of natural hormones and 
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enzymes. They were in their eighties and looked good for another decade at 
most. 

Ichiro pressed a small, gift-wrapped package into her hand.A present? No 
one gave presents anymore. Her fingertips pulled at the old-fashioned paper, 
which ripped and crumpled, no technoplasmic cells in the fibers to interpret 
her movements and make the paper fall effortlessly away. 

She almost didn’t recognize the plastic object inside: black and rectangular, 
pierced by two pea-sized holes. Loose-fitting components rattled as she 
examined it. 

“A cassette,” Geneva said.“I haven’t seen one of these in....” She didn’t want 
to think about how long it had been. The yellowed label bore faint pencil 
marks in Japanese. She was about to subvoke House to have him lace a 
translation onto her cortex, but Ichiro spoke up. 

“It’s a bootleg tape of your concert in Osaka. I was 15 when I made it.” 

“We played Osaka? I remember Tokyo. Maybe that was really Osaka.” 

“I disobeyed my parents and took the bullet train to see the show.” 

“I didn’t think Japanese boys ever disobeyed their parents.” She couldn’t 
picture Ich as a rebellious teen. He was archbishop of the Sahara Protectorate, 
the upright spiritual leader of the region’s dwindling faithful. 

“You've been hanging on to this tape all these years?” 

He shook his head.“I found it last year at my parents’ old house. Still in the 
same cardboard I had left it.“ 

“Will you let us listen to it?” asked Ben, suddenly at Ichiro’s side. 

“Over my dead body,’ she said. “Not that you'll have to wait long.” Ichiro 
smiled.“We’ll have to talk her into it. You must hear her version of ‘Not Fade 
Away.” 

Geneva didn’t understand how Ich could be so friendly and relaxed with 
the kids. He had even chaired the committee that drafted the papal encyclical 
condemning the “unending death” of posthumans like Ben and Lauren. She 
asked him about it when they went out to look at the garden. 

He merely shrugged. “Hate the sin and love the sinner.” 

“But who’s to love? In your view, the sinner is long dead.” 

“Then still less reason to be unfriendly. God has long since passed judgment 
on the souls of your children. As for their ... replacements, they are alive in 
their own way, but without souls, like animals.” 

“You were always good with animals. A regular St. Francis.” Back in the 
house she let herself drink some wine, sacrifice brain cells for the sake of a 
light buzz.The picture frame above the fireplace flashed a series of still images 
of Geneva: baby pictures, outside St. Bart’s in her First Holy Communion dress, 
she and Richard at a Left Bank cafe, she and the kids on horseback on the 
Montana ranch. In the pictures Richard always smiled that big, goofy smile. 
She felt herself blush when the frame displayed a still from the video for 
“Tachycardia,” her band’s first hit single. She had tattooed arms, pierced nose 
and eyebrow, hair precisely styled and dyed for shock value. Jakob raised an 
eyebrow and whispered something into his wife’s ear. 

Back then she thought herself on the leading, bleeding edge of self- 
modification. When the band really took off and money poured in she had 
rhinoplasty, liposuction, breast enlargement. Soon came a generation of youth 
who went in for serious bio-mods; they repigmented their skin, adorned 
themselves with fur, cilia, snake eyes, prehensile tails, implants of erogenous 
tissue. Not for her, thanks. Maybe it was because by then she had kids, maybe 
just that she was getting older. 

Yousef touched her shoulder and Geneva snapped out of her reverie. The 
lights had dimmed and a cart trundled into the middle of the living room 
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bearing a cake with one hundred burning candles. 

“Oh my,’ she said, wondering where her wine glass had gone. 

The guests sang “Happy Birthday.” Ben, she noticed, had a loud and spirited 
baritone. The formation of candles in the icing looked like a demonic army 
marching across a polar wasteland. She reached out and felt that the candles 
gave off no heat; holographic flames, no worry about not having the breath to 
blow them out. 

Each year, she thought, I burn a little dimmer.The kids, on the other hand, 
grew brighter, amassing knowledge, experience and brain power. But like the 
candles, they gave off no warmth. 

“Make a wish, said Lauren. 

No one had to wish in the late 21st century. Why did she so thoroughly 
hate this peaceful world of freedom and plenty? 

She blew and all one hundred flames obediently guttered and vanished. 
The guests cheered. While she ate her cake and ice cream, Tan and Sergei 
cornered her and showed holograms of their grotto in New Lemuria. Geneva 
smiled and tried not to show her revulsion at their rough, gray skin. 

Someone had convinced House to play the band’s old music. She would 
have to talk with House about that later. Yousef and Lauren danced in the 
middle of the room, gyrating to music eighty years old. Geneva saw a shadow, 
an echo, of her younger self in Lauren. She felt Lauren’s movements in her 
own muscles and remembered dancing at how many parties and how many 
clubs when music meant everything to her, how alive it made her feel to let 
the music reach inside her body and transform her. 

“I hope you decide to stick around for your 200th birthday,’ said Ben. 

“Don’t hold your breath,’ said Geneva.“Oh, I forgot. You don’t really breathe.” 

“But you're being a hypocrite,’ he said. “You’d have never survived The 
Plagues if you hadn’t had your immune system rebuilt like everyone else. Now 
you let custom enzymes reinforce weak blood vessels, scrape your arteries 
clean, keep your joints in good working order.” 

“But I don’t want those nanobeasts to reprogram my genes.” The idea of so 
intimate a change made her skin crawl;she could not imagine a greater violation. 
She could have her cortex rewired to ease that phobia, but then she wouldn’t 
be Geneva anymore - Geneva would die to be replaced by an impostor. Death 
either way. So let it be the death programmed in her genes, as right and natural 
as the splendour of autumn leaves. 

On the tape young Geneva sang “Love is real and not fade away, giving the 
words a snarling and cynical spin. Even then she knew it was a lie. 

The kids were 9 and 11 when Richard got the Blue Cancer. Diseases were 
popping up all the time then, often the products of amateur genehacking or, 
rumour had it, of military labs. Richard underwent a painful barrage of 
treatments that slowed the cancer’s spread, but the prognosis remained dismal. 

In desperation Richard contacted a scientist named Keller. He came out to 
visit them at their Montana ranch. Keller talked about the famous experiments 
in which researchers had uploaded the brains of rats and monkeys into q- 
computers, which then operated furry robots that more or less acted like real 
rats and monkeys. Uploading a person was still illegal in those days, but Keller 
belonged to an extropian group of anarcho-capitalists - or were they anarcho- 
syndicalists? - who did not recognize the authority of the U.S. government. 
What mattered was that Richard would be undergoing the procedure 
voluntarily, and that he had the money to pay for it. 

She wanted to scream at her husband. They were supposed to live on 
through their children, and Richard wanted to short-circuit the natural 
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progression of things. 

Yet neither could she stand the idea of losing him. 

“Someday,” Keller said, “just about everyone will upload.” 

She sent the kids to her mother’s house in Pennsylvania. Keller and his 
team stayed in the guest rooms. 

Weeks passed as the nightmare unfolded. 

“He wants to talk to you,” said Keller, standing at attention in the doorway 
to her studio. 

She turned away from the icons and ideographs of the wallscreen news 
display. Rioting in Africa, strife in Iran.“Who?” 

“Richard” 

She followed him downstairs. They had dismantled the operating room. 
The converted swimming pool and surrounding deck looked like the villain’s 
lair from an old James Bond movie, except with less concern for orderliness 
and style. 

They sat her down in front of a deepscreen and microphone.“Richard, can 
you hear me?” she said. Parts of the cortical schematic on the screen flickered 
and glowed in response to her voice. 

“Hello, Geneva. I’m so glad to hear your voice.’ It sounded just like 

Richard, but programming a speech synthesizer to mimic someone’s voice 
was a simple matter. 

“Can you see me?” she asked. 

“Right now I’m being fed a simplified representation, so I see you as a sort 
of featureless humanoid figure. It’s easier that way.” 

“How do you feel, honey?” 

“I’m scared.” 

Keller crossed his arms and nodded. “Strong affect.That’s a good sign.” 

She was relieved that Richard couldn’t see her expression, the twisted mask 
of grief she felt pulling at her face. “It’s going to be all right, 

Richard.” 

Keller made as if to say something, but Richard’s unbreathing voice cut 
him off. “Scared. I still feel the pain of the cancer in my gut, and my body is 
bigger than the universe - ” 

Suddenly Geneva heard not a speaking voice but the chaotic jabber of an 
active mind, a cascade of phrases and syllables. Geneva’s heart thudded. 

“Crap,” murmured Keller. The mind-sounds abruptly cut off as Keller’s 
datagloved hand twitched and flexed.“I’m dampening his limbic system and 
inducing delta-wave sleep. He’ll be all right.” 

She kept an eye on them from Richard’s study.The geekheads were arguing 
a lot now. On the monitor she watched the girl named Maya or Myra fling her 
headset onto a table and storm off. Keller just sat brooding. 

They never told her, but their logs showed that Richard kept having massive 
seizures and what Myra referred to as“psychotic episodes.’ They began tweaking 
the analogue, departing from the original neural data to coax the analogue 
toward stability. 

Geneva confronted Keller in the long driveway, where he leaned against 
his lime-green Jeep, smoking a cigarette. 

“I know what you're doing,” she said.“You’re fudging the data.” 

Keller seemed unconcerned.“Who told you that?” 

“Your security sucks. I’m surprised this isn’t all over the nets.” 

“A q-computer operates differently from a human brain. We have to make 
adjustments to achieve homeostasis.” 

“But what you have isn’t Richard anymore. Or won't be for much longer. 

You'll just have some rickety AI mimicking Richard’s personality.” 
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Keller reached through the open window of the Jeep and stubbed out his 
cigarette in the dashboard ashtray. “There is a theory,’ he said, “that all 
consciousness is one. At some higher level, we are all simply different 
manifestations of that same consciousness. The brain therefore is not 
consciousness, does not create consciousness, but is rather an instrument that 
tunes into that universal consciousness, each brain in a different way. 

What follows is that when the body dies, the consciousness is not destroyed. 

It’s let go. So if we create an intelligent, self-aware entity that thinks as 
Richard thought, feels as Richard felt, knows what Richard knew, remembers 
what Richard remembered, then we can say that what we have is not a mere 
simulation of Richard, but a creation that taps into the universal consciousness 
in the same way that Richard did and is therefore nothing less than Richard 
reborn.” 

Looks like dog shit, smells like dog shit, tastes like dog shit.Good thing we 
didn’t step in it.“Do you really believe that?” 

He shrugged. “It’s a theory.” 

“I think you’re a ghoul.” 

When it was all over, the project abandoned and Richard’s body buried 
with appropriate rites, she told herself that when Richard had died, part of 
her had died with him. But that was just her thoughts falling into well-worn 
channels of clichE. Geneva mainly felt betrayed by Richard for putting her 
through this, for forcing her to lie to Lauren and Ben, and depriving her of her 
mourning and grief. She had lost not only Richard but her love for him. 

ate 
She noticed guests gathered in front of the fireplace, watching something 
displayed on the picture frame.“What is it?” She craned her head to peer around 
Lauren. “I can’t see.” 

“You have to take a look at this, Mom,’ said Ben.“Billion-year-old video from 
Barnard’s Star.” 

“Ah, reruns.” She told House to move the sofa closer to the fireplace so she 
could get a better look.As the sofa glided forward she peered at the impossibly 
ancient images and gasped. 

They lived under an orange sky and might have been reptiles or insects or, 
more likely, some class of creature that had no counterpart on Earth.A dozen 
or more of them gathered in a rough circle. Behind them stood what Geneva 
guessed were buildings: agglomerations of spheres connected by tubes, like 
the plastic molecule models from high-school chemistry.The creatures’ mouths 
- if that’s what they were - emitted networks of quivering tendrils that floated 
and merged with each other, writhing in a strange embrace before dissolving 
into mist. 

The sun loomed massively in the wavering sky, wider across than a hundred 
of Earth’s sun. 

“Not much left after a billion years,” said Ben. “This recording had 
deteriorated considerably and the exploration team had to make extensive 
use of enhancement algorithms to recover these images. They found the 
recording in a stone vault several miles underground. We don’t know if the 
Barneys - that’s what we call them - built the vault as a time capsule or disaster 
shelter or something else entirely.” 

The scene shifted to a vast spherical chamber holding thousands of Barneys. 

Above them loomed a single enormous Barney - a projection, presumably 
- who gestured and undulated. Political speech? Commercial message? 
Striptease? 

Then to a thick forest of mossy blue trees through which floated translucent 
globules that absorbed and extruded passengers.A desert littered with dead. 
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A blue-timber ship afloat in a viscous sea. Throughout the video there were 
strange noises: a rude gurgling punctuated by sharp clicks and drawn-out, 
percussive echoes. 

Too soon, it was all over. Less than 20 minutes of video out of an estimated 
3,000 hours survived in the crystal-lattice recording found in the vault. 

After the other guests had departed, Ben and Lauren remained. They sat 
with Geneva on the porch sipping tea and listening to the crickets. 

“We can stay if you want,” said Lauren. 

“I thought you wanted to go off and explore the galaxy.” 

“Lauren and I would each leave behind an incarnation,” said Ben. 

Geneva sniffed.“You mean a copy.” 

“A duplicate. Optimized to enjoy a simple, earthbound life.” 

“You'd leave a part of yourselves here?” 

“I have an incarnation in the Barney system,’ said Ben.“Another headed to 
Tau Ceti, and another in orbit above us.” 

“I don’t see how you can leave pieces of yourselves lying all over the place. 
You were such tidy children.” 

“We duplicate, fragment, and recombine all the time,” said Lauren. “It’s the 
way we live now.” 

“We've shared the knowledge and experiences of a quarter-billion uploads 
and Als,’ her brother said.“The concept of individual identity is rapidly becoming 
obsolete.” 

“Obsolete,” Geneva muttered. She watched wisps of vapour rise from her 
tea. 

“The two of you meant everything to me. When I got pregnant with you, 
Ben, I cleaned up my act, kicked the drugs and the cigarettes. My whole world 
revolved around my babies. It was such a joy watching you grow up. I looked 
forward to grandchildren. But then you destroy your souls and become 
computers.” 

“Just because we’re no longer biological doesn’t mean we don’t feel,’ said 
Ben.“We know the joy of being alive, we experience the wonder of the universe, 
its unending beauty and mystery.” 

She pictured them traveling through space, shapeless logovores, gulping 
knowledge and data as they sailed the cold stellar night. They didn’t parent 
children, just ran off copies “optimized” for the project at hand.As required of 
all uploads by the Earth Constitution, they had had their obsolete evolutionary 
programming altered, purged of the destructive follies so long practiced by 
“civilized” humans grappling with reptile-brain proclivities, bred from countless 
generations in kill-or-be-killed, fight or flight, fuck for your life, nasty and brutish 
and wild. 

But what about heartbreak and passion, rage and ecstasy - all the stuff she 
ever sang about, all the stuff that made life mean more than keeping a pulse? 

She set down her teacup.“Did you know I killed your father?” 

% 
Keller appeared at the entrance to the greenhouse. Geneva put down her 
pruning shears, though she had thoughts on how she might use them on 
Keller. 

“I've been listening to some of your band’s old singles,” he said. “Good 
stuff” 

“I didn’t know anybody listened to non-interactive music anymore.” 

“I was a music major before I went into neuroscience. I wanted to be a 
concert pianist. Then I got interested in why the brain responds to music. I 
read Bollinger’s paper on the psychology of music and got caught up in the 
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whole thing. I turned out to be better researcher than a pianist. I hated 
practicing.” 

“Me too.” 

He gestured at a planter of flowers. “Beautiful orchids.” 

“These are irises.” 

He shrugged.“I thought you might like to see Richard.” 

“My husband is dead. You want me to see that thing.” 

But she followed Keller to the makeshift lab; the drained swimming pool 
still smelled faintly of chlorine. Her mind saw Richard climbing from the pool, 
his lean, taut body dripping water, his chest heaving from a quick ten laps. 

Keller led her down the ramp to the bottom of the pool. The hospital bed 
had been wheeled back to the centre; where Richard’s dying body had lain 
was the black robot skeleton that would serve as his temporary body. 

“Stylish, isn’t it?” came Richard’s voice from overhead speakers. 

“This prosthetic has fewer axes of motion than a human skeleton,’ said 

Keller. That will be easier for your husband to teleoperate as he gets used 
to moving about in the real world again.” 

“T’m anxious to become mobile, Richard said.“Keller has been feeding me 
some pretty interesting VR environments. Newest stuff from Disney, incredible 
sensory resolution. But there’s one thing wrong with them.” 

“What’s that?” she said. 

“You're not there.” The robot’s left hand reached out and squeezed her 
forearm. Geneva stifled a scream. 

Hours later her arm still ached where the “prosthetic” had lightly touched 
her. She sat in Richard’s study, looking at the picture of her he had kept on his 
desk. Her smiling younger self gave the camera a sidelong glance, an 
uncharacteristically bashful pose. 

“House,” she said,“can you terminate the program on the q-computer and 
erase all the data?” 

“I am not authorized to do so,” the system said. “The q-computer is the 
property of P. Keller and the Tangent Institute.” 

“The g-computer contains proprietary data that Keller has acquired from 
us under false pretenses.” 

“I could arrange a power surge. However, please be advised that you could 
be subject to criminal prosecution if - ” 

“Yeah, yeah.” She waved the system into silence.The household AI was an 
Indonesian custom job, imported covertly and capable of more independent 
thought and action than was strictly legal under U.S. law. 

Geneva’s body felt distant, unreal, her hands heavy and numb. Had Richard 
felt anything like this as the nanoprobe array devoured his mind? 

“Do it, House.” 

The lights flickered. “The program has terminated,” House said. “The q- 
computer is rebooting.” 

Geneva leaned back in the leather-upholstered chair and waited for Keller 


to call. 


Me 
bd 


Three days after her one hundredth birthday she picked up a retrovirus from 
one of the cats.The bug was a wily descendant of something cooked up in a 
South American gene lab in the 2020s. The original virus would never have 
survived Geneva’s enhanced immune system, but it had learned some tricks 
over the years. It recognized her DNA as human and began manufacturing a 
potent neurotoxin. She collapsed to her knees in the garden as the world 
went white. 
“No,” she whispered. “No.” 
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She felt the world expanding around her in slow, rhythmic spasms. She 
was a child, sleepless in her bed in rural Pennsylvania, listening to the crickets 
and locusts beneath the pitiless night sky. She was an adolescent turning the 
dial of her radio by tiny increments, searching for this distant, low-wattage 
college radio station that played stuff all strange and loud and angry but which 
filled her with energy, stirring the animal drives, giving her a sense that her life 
had meaning and purpose, however ill-defined, however destructive at heart. 

Geneva, her great-grandfather said, you are dying. 

No, not her great-grandfather, it was House. No doubt he had against orders 
sent a mote of technoplasm into her brain and established a neural link. 

Iam the one who embraced death, Geneva told him. Not Ben and Lauren. 
I let Richard die and surrendered myself to this long, long death. 

Ben and Lauren had been gentle and forgiving at hearing Geneva’s 
confession. She longed to know if some part of their minds could register 
shock, but she could no more understand their uploaded and enhanced minds 
than her cats could learn to play the piano. 

You have to decide now, Geneva. 

How can I? After I denied Richard immortality? 

If you die now, what’s left of him dies with you. 

Then we can rest in peace. 

% 
Geneva awoke in the guest bedroom, feeling as if she as if she had stirred from 
a long dream. She looked at the picture on the wall, a Warholesque faux- 
silkscreen of great-grandfather Florenz. She had created it in a rare flight of 
whimsy. “House?” 

“Yes, Geneva?” 

She sat up slowly, carefully, as she always did, but without the usual aches 
and twinges. She looked down at hands and arms that belonged to someone 
else. 

“What have you done to me? Did you tweak my genes? Christ, you didn’t 
upload me, did you?” 

He shook his Day-Glo head.“Nothing of the sort. I simply cloned you a few 
years back and kept you in storage.Then all I had to do was vivify the body, 
map the cortex, and voila.” 

“A back-up copy?” 

“You could put it that way.” 

“Why?” 

“Because, Geneva, what would I do without you?” 

“You'd be free.” She swung her legs out of bed, marveling at the ease of her 
movements. 

“Free? Did you feel ‘free’ without Richard? And I’ve been programmed with 
far less flexibility than most humans have. Even humans as stubborn as you.” 

His expression suddenly became serious. “There isn’t much time.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“She has only a few minutes left.” 

Geneva walked across the hall to her bedroom and saw herself on the bed: 
old, withered, dying. 

This Geneva would die, and the young Geneva would live on. Having my 
cake and eating it too. She sat beside the bed and took the fragile, spotted 
hand in her own. “It’s all right,” she whispered. 

“She doesn’t really understand what’s happening,” said House. 

“Lauren?” the old woman whispered. “Is that you, honey? Where’s your 
father?” 
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The young Geneva looked up at the oil painting.“Do something, House! 
Help her.” 

“I’m sorry, I am not authorized to do that.” 

“God damn it, I’m authorizing you!” 

“You got any cigarettes?” the dying woman said. 

“She forbade major intervention,” said House. 

She clenched her fists.“But I’m her and I’m changing my mind.” 

“I’m sorry, Geneva, but you're not her anymore.” 

She watched herself die.The old woman trembled, made soft, terrible sounds, 
and at last was at peace. 

Geneva wondered what, if anything, happened to the old woman’s soul. 
But if there were such things as souls, she realized, then she hadn’t had one in 
decades, decades she had wasted as a bitter recluse. House had more of a soul 
than she did; he had proven that by cloning her, a selfish act of love. 


Love that’s real and not fade away. 


KO 
~ 


House buried old Geneva in the back yard. She thought about asking Ichiro to 
officiate at a private service. But Ichiro, she suspected would no longer be her 
friend. He'd be friendly, like St. Francis with animals. So it was just Geneva and 
a couple of the cats, who sniffed her warily. 

In the living room she watched the video of the poor, extinct Barneys. Blue 
trees and the huge sun, the reptile-insect aliens going about their affairs. 

The constant gurgling on the soundtrack, she abruptly realized, was music. 

She had found it grating at first but later began to perceive the unfolding of 
a strange logic, the operation of an alien but refined sensibility. She wondered 
what strange emotions, what longings and memories and joys those rhythms 
spoke to. 

She began to sway, dancing to music made for different bodies and different 
hearts. She let the music fill her, bringing dead souls to life. 
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White Comma 


by A.R. Morlan 


White comma against 

heat-stick asphalt, 

her head curled close to her 
limp, brown-grey flecked tail, 
the heat of her body 

mirrors the street warmth below 


So much so 

that I carry her most 
carefully, tenderly, 

for block 

after block, 

taking her to the home 
she never lived to see 


And on the ersatz grassy green 
of my front porch floor 

I cradle her in 

old sheets meant for 

keeping the plants warm against 
the frost 

making sure her sightless 

eyes and breathless 

nose are exposed to the air 

she doesn’t need 


For all the hours she 

rests there, beyond the need for comfort 

I watch her from the porch window, 

telling myself that the wind 

will soon stop blowing, 

and that she’ll make the sheet above her rise 
on its own soon 


White comma against 

peeling green-painted boards, 
crossed paws pointing 

forward, forward 

toward the porch wall, 

cool body mirroring the wood’s 
dead lack of warmth 


The hole by the garage 
has been dug, 

the crumbling soil 
patted smooth, 

pressed smooth, 

she was still-kitten small 
she was comma still 

on an unfluttering page. 
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The {rbanite 


SURREAL & LIVELY & BIZARRE 


The Urbanite features fiction and poetry by 
modern masters of surrealism. Works from the 
magazine have been reprinted in The Year's 
Best Fantasy & Horror, Best New Horror and 
The Year’s Best Fantastic Fiction. 
Contributors include: 


Thomas Ligotti « Basil Copper « Joel Lane 
Marni Scofidio Griffin » Hugh B. Cave 
Hertzan Chimera * Pamela Briggs * Wayne Edwards 
Poppy Z. Brite * Wilum Pugmire « Caitlin R. Kiernan 
Thomas Wiloch + Nancy Kilpatrick 
“The reading of an issue of THE URBANITE 


is a treat, an experience, an excursion... 
It’s a winner” —Andrea Locke, DEATHREALM 


$5 sample copy 
$13.50 three-issue subscription 
Subscribers receive a free gift: 
a surprise magazine or chapbook. 


Mail check or money order 
(payable to Urban Legend Press) to: 


The Urbanite + Mark McLaughlin, Editor 
P.O. Box 4737 * Davenport, IA 52808 * USA 


IA residents add 6% sales tax. + Foreign orders: U.S. funds only. 
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THE RHYTHM OF MERMAIDS 
by Bob Cook 


I sit on my beachfront verandah 
chain smoking Marlboros, 

noticing how star-patterns of sky 
look like footprints you might've left 
on foreign sand. 

Nights without you 

wash upon the shore 

with rusted bracelets of seaweed, 
long bottles of letters 

you'd written years ago 

to a sailor shipwrecked off 

the coast of South America. 

You’ve brought me to this moment - 
holding my hand with promises like sea-lilies and coral 
that have already melted into islands 
beneath my skin. 
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The ocean brings nothing but 
headlines of murders and undertows- - 
a lone mermaid weeping thru the salty darkness 
with music that I can no longer trust. 

I try to forget you 

by writing the fisherman’s wife 

long poems without rhythm or metaphor 

and by making love to the moonlight 

as if it could run its fingers like angelic hydra 
thru my hair 

and whisper, with the voice of Neptune’s daughter, 
that it loves me. 
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ENDNOTE: Dietmar Trommeshauser 


Dietmar Trommeshauser of Maple Ridge, BC, whose poems “Popeye’s Arms” 
and “I Cry in White” appeared in TransVersions 7 and 8/9, died of a massive 
coronary following surgery on August 31st. A quadriplegic since a diving 
accident in his teens, Dietmar was building a reputation for the powerful 
emotion and imagery that infused his poetry and prose. He will be missed. 


The Rhythm of Mermaids TransVersions 


[ * AGMV 
> MARQU IS 
Québec, Canada 
1999 


Spider Robinson, 
Mary Soon Lee, A.R. Mor|an, 


William Allan, Curt Wohleber, 
Ken Goldman, David W. Hill, Nancy Bennett, 
Plus Book Reviews by Tanya Huff & John Park and More! 


Paper Orchid 
Press 
ISBN: 1480-7394 


